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From the Office of Dr. Linda Burrs
Leaders Behaving Badly

Implications suggested by the title of this article are philosophically impossible. True leaders do not behave badly. Great leaders understand leadership is about inspiring creativity and shared values. Leadership is about releasing the inherent motivational energy found in every person, and instilling inspiration for others to reach the seeming impossible. Leadership is future facing and is concerned with what will be . . . not just what is right now.

Leaders who yell, put down, do nothing, marginalize, discourage, and ignore employees are not leading. Leaders and managers who fail to engage or fail to create a vision for others to follow are not leading either. These leaders (in title only) are generally in the way of progress and are often seen by their employees as obstructionists to moving forward. Emotionally immature leaders destroy positive motivation; erode unity, performance and productivity eventually to the point of significant economic loss to the organization.

In contrast, real leaders don’t just say they value employees. They live it. They value and embrace trusting relationships; visibly demonstrate fairness and principled decision-making. These leaders encourage employees to be their best and help prepare them for future leadership roles. Genuine leaders understand that doing the right thing because it is the right thing to do creates strong organizational values and encourages good corporate citizenship. Having these strong organizationally sustaining principles are the foundations upon which great leaders excel in every way.

Leaders more than any other group in an organization are a position to make the type of difference they often say they want to achieve. The game is not Simon says . . .  the game is Follow the Leader. In general, people don’t do what leaders say do, they do what leaders do. Leaders and managers who are genuinely committed to making a difference might consider how important it is to making their followers their most important factor at winning. This effort begins with making a difference in how they treat their followers. Leadership is not about touting an ideal leadership style. It is about influencing others to get something done. For many leaders this is no small task. 

Employees are often subjected to performance reviews by ill-prepared managers who have not been trained in the art of giving feedback or in conducting reviews. One way to assess whether leaders are behaving badly is through an evaluation of the leader’s ability to lead in several areas which include the leader’s ability to develop all of their employees, release motivational energy, encourage engagement and shared values. In other words, are you organizational leaders preparing themselves, employees and the organization for the future?

If anyone wants to know whether a leader is being effective, just take a look at what is going on around them. Stop and take a moment to observe managers and employees in their work environment. Conduct manager and employee assimilations. Look how leaders are relating (or not) to their employees in areas of development, motivation, and knowledge sharing. Listen to the stories going on around the organization about management and leadership. Do these stories support the values the organization espouses to represent to stakeholders, the community, and customers? If the answer is no, then perhaps leader development in the form of coaching is necessary to ensure there is consistency between what the organization says it values and leader behavior. 

Coaching is a viable option for leaders to discover what their strengths really are and how to negate or make areas for growth opportunities for change. As effective as the coaching process may be, coaching alone is no guarantee a change in behaviors will occur, but it is a great place to start. Change is always a choice. Since we cannot change anyone but ourselves, every opportunity must be made to understand all options available and make the best choice for personal growth.

Leaders are no different than any of us. We all fail at something at one time or another. We all experience loss and make poor decisions at some time in our lives. If we can look at these encounters as opportunities to learn and grow and evolve, we are the better for the experience. One of the best gifts a leader can give them selves is to take time to become aware of, understand, and then accept their authentic self. Leaders behaving badly are often a symptom of an unknown or un discussed problem lying just beneath the surface. Hiding behind the authority that comes with a title is not an answer to solving a problem. 

Facing the realities of what is actually going on is how the process of changing behaviors begins. We cannot change what we cannot acknowledge. Leaders, like anyone else, must face his or her fears and then do something. Einstein said nothing changes until something moves. So move. Take the first step and acknowledge you need help . . . not just for yourself, but also for helping your employees, your organization, and your customers get what they need.
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