Are You Ready To Lead?

By Jim Cathcart

If you can’t lead you, please don’t lead others.

All leadership begins with self-leadership. 

Self-Leadership is defined as: The ability to get yourself to do what needs to be done, when it needs to be done, whether you feel like it or not, and still do it well.

That contains four elements: Action (what needs to be done), Timing (when it needs to be done), Motivation (whether you feel like it or not) and Quality (do it well). 

Every leader needs to be strong in all four elements. 

Which of those four elements is your greatest strength? Which is your least?

When I was serving as a volunteer leader in civic groups during my late twenties, I wasn’t yet good at any of these. I didn’t have enough experience or training to clearly know what needed to be done. I certainly lacked the sophistication to realize the best time to do things. It had never occurred to me that self-motivation would be an important skill in my life. And, I lacked the training and discipline to produce top quality work every time. In short, I was NOT ready to lead. 

However, I was lucky to be involved in the Junior Chamber of Commerce (Jaycees) at the time. They are a civic organization whose primary purpose was “leadership training through community service.” In other words, they ran projects to help the community, but each project was approached as a training exercise for the people who were doing it. So, the person who ran the March of Dimes Walk-a-thon or the Neighborhood Patrol would lay out a specific plan in advance, gain the involvement of others, conduct the project in concert with the plan and evaluate it’s success afterwards. They taught us how to use a “chairman’s planning guide” to organize each project. It required that we define the purpose of the project, the tools and resources needed for it, the goals we would accomplish, the budget and schedule we would follow, and more.

This simple guide provided us with an outline for thinking about the project in advance and a tool for measuring how well it went once completed. 

I’ve found that today, over 30 years later, I still use the thinking patterns, that were developed with the Jaycees. The best leaders in any context; business, civic affairs, military, church or family, always seem to be masters of those four elements of self-leadership. 

No doubt you have once worked for someone who was less than impressive as a leader. So have I. When we are assigned to follow the lead of someone who doesn’t focus on what most needs to be done, we lose faith in his or her ability and we feel that our own work is unimportant. When they do the right things but do them too late or too early, likewise we tend to second-guess what they recommend and doubt the urgency they may express. If they lack the ability to motivate themselves, we lose respect for them as individuals and feel unfairly put upon to do their work as well as our own. And if their work often isn’t top quality, we tend to turn to them less often. We say to ourselves, “I might as well do it myself, at least then I know it will be done right.” 

In our society, one of the highest compliments you can give someone is the comment, “ If he or she says it, you can take it to the bank.” To be known as one who does what you say you will do is truly a high status to hold. 

Here are some suggestions to help you develop each of the four elements of self-leadership. 

Action: Do What Needs To Be Done:

Focus on Outcomes, not just actions.

The most important question in planning is not “how,” it is “Why?”

An old saying states, “The person who knows how may have a job, but the person who knows why will always be his boss.”

Begin by asking why the project or activity should be done at all. What is the overall purpose of this action? Once you feel you have a good answer to that one, ask, “How does this relate to my other priorities?” It may be that something else is much more important than this item. 

On the other hand, if the situation is one of life and death, the number of choices reduces immediately. Let’s say that a person has been shocked by touching an electrical power line and has stopped breathing. If you were there and could administer first aid what would come first? Well, let’s first ask why. Why help? The answer is obvious, to save the person’s life. 

The how then becomes a combination of: removing them from further danger and resuscitating them, and then offering medical treatment. Which comes first? Removal from danger. This is not a matter of personal discretion. It is a priority. As long as the danger of further shock is present, both you and the victim could be harmed. So you would first move the person to safety, and then immediately administer first aid to get them breathing again. Only after that would you be concerned about obtaining medical treatment for them. 

By the way, notice that this situation requires that you do what needs to be done, when it needs to be done, whether you feel like it or not and still do it well. All leadership begins with self-leadership. You may argue that this is “do-er ship” not leadership. I disagree. Whether you are directing your own actions or the actions of others, it requires that you take the lead and initiate action. 

Timing: When It Needs To Be Done:
Leaders not only know what to do, they also know when to do it…and when not to.

When you have something valuable to discuss with others, don’t wait for the perfect moment. Create a moment to address it as soon as possible. One of the great tragedies in human relations is non-communication. We hear too often, “I’d been meaning to say something but I felt that now it was too late.” 

A big tip regarding timing: Don’t do bronze work during golden moments. If the bronze-silver-gold sequence can be used to identify the value of activities, we can benefit from noticing which are our most productive times and our least. Gold would be the most productive. Poor leaders often do bronze activities during silver or gold times. For example: a salesperson who uses the most productive selling hours of the day to do paperwork from yesterday’s calls, or research for tomorrow’s calls is wasting gold time. Research and paperwork should be done during bronze hours when fewer people are available for sales contacts.

Motivation: Whether You Feel Like It Or Not:

Action generates enthusiasm. 

I recall holding a rummage sale many years ago on a particularly hot summer day. The sale was a fundraiser for a civic group and several of us were huddled in the sparse shade of a minivan trying to avoid the heat. Of course, by avoiding the heat we were also less visible to passers-by and our rummage sale looked unoccupied. When my friend Paul Riviere (yes that’s really his name) showed up to help he immediately jumped into action. He pulled us into the sunlight, got us active in waving our signs for passers-by and generated much enthusiasm among us. The result was, we sold more goods. Without Paul’s leadership we would have had an unproductive day. 

By the way, Paul went on to become the Secretary of State in Arkansas and, later on, a leader in the Real Estate community. 

Remember the old line, “When the going gets tough, the tough get going”?  Well, it’s not just about toughness. It is also about intelligence. The smart thing to do in a challenging situation is to be proactive not reactive. Take the lead, make things go in the needed direction and sustain your initiative until things turn around. It’s often that one more phone call or email that gets through to the person you need to reach. A more effective line might be, “When the going gets tough, leaders focus on outcomes not just processes.” Leaders emerge from the most unexpected places.
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