From Executive to Leader- A Learning Process

Learning to be a good leader is a bit like climbing an “eight-thousander” – one of those mountains, like Everest and K2, that are more than 8,000 meters high. Some people have innate abilities, but these are useless without the proper education and training. 

Edurne Pasabán, the Spanish female climber who has managed to scale 11 of the world’s 14 highest peaks, knows this well. “The key is to strive each day to incorporate positive habits,” she writes in the foreword to Creciendo como líder (Growing as a Leader).

In the book, IESE’s Pablo Cardona and Helen Wilkinson identify the 10 “positive habits” that are fundamental to becoming a good leader. The authors drew their list from the preferences cited by companies that hire MBA graduates. The book serves as a practical guide for executives to develop these positive habits or competencies successfully.

Competencies are neither a personality trait, nor isolated knowledge; they are behaviors, and thus can be improved through practice. Since competencies lead to success in a given function or task, it becomes essential to learn how to develop them.

10 Key Competencies
Using three polls conducted in different years, the authors have selected the 10 competencies that are most important for an executive. 

· Showing creative initiative: innovative and relevant ideas for introducing something or modifying it for the benefit of the company.

· Making decisions: making the right decisions at the right time. 

· Communication: listening and conveying ideas effectively.

· Giving empowerment: enabling people to become the owners of their work.

· Customer orientation: satisfying customers’ needs, and not only external customers but the internal ones as well – the employees. 

· Being upright: behaving in an honorable fashion in any situation.

· Teamwork: fostering an environment of cooperation, communication and trust among team members.

· Developing resilience: dealing with pressure and even failure, and getting stronger in the process. 

· Time management: prioritizing, scheduling and carrying out goals and activities on time.

· Conflict management: diagnosing, dealing with and resolving interpersonal conflicts promptly and thoroughly.

Personal Change: A Must
The 10 skills listed above are the most important for carrying out executive duties. However, there is an 11th competency that is the foundation upon which all the others are built: the capacity for personal change.

In organizations, change is necessary to meet the growing demands of a globalized world and diversified customer tastes and spending habits. In this context, the executive must be capable of leading and implementing change. Consequently, it is essential to adapt oneself by acquiring new knowledge and adjusting habits accordingly. All executives should learn to be “agents of change” and help their followers work toward becoming agents themselves someday. 

In one part of the book, Elena Medarde Barragán, a technical services director in Barcelona, explains that when she was put in charge of the areas of customer service, admissions and social work, she noted the lack of a common project and a definition of career plans and professional promotion. She quickly realized all this was too much to handle by herself, and she would need a solid team of professionals to lead the change. 

Gradually, she was able to assemble a core group of enthusiastic middle managers who supported her and played key roles as catalysts for the project. As she explains, “I knew from the outset that I would have to share and distribute the leadership in order to get the project implemented. That’s the only way to get real change.” 

Accepting this fact is not as simple as it seems, since it requires being open to change and being able to adapt and internalize that change. “Agents of change” are responsible for making things happen, for mobilizing people and spurring on transformation – and that starts with setting an example for others to follow. 

“I discovered that true ‘change management’ begins at the source,” adds Medarde. “You can’t evaluate and lead a team without ever having been evaluated yourself or having become a fully developed self-leader.” 

It is also important to become well acquainted with each team member. Taking account of the aspirations, incentives, preparation and learning ability of each team member allows you to see what might be the best motivation for them to change. 

“The greatest manifestation of cultural change is when each member of your team becomes the best possible version of themselves,” observes Medarde. 

Lastly, to facilitate the process, nothing works better than fostering a pleasant, relaxed atmosphere in the workplace.

In Their Own Words
The book is designed as a guide for executives to diagnose themselves and develop personal competencies. Apart from the insights you can gain from reading and studying, the authors also recommend seeking the help of a coach.

A professional coach can prove highly effective in achieving desired change, as evidenced by the testimonials used to illustrate each of the competencies. Executives explain in their own words what competencies worked and how to develop them.

In times of crisis, resilience becomes an especially important attribute. One must be capable of both giving impulse to a new project, as well as not giving up when a crisis hits and forces you to seek out new solutions, explains Antonio Calçada, director of the Campsared direct management network in Spain and president of Repsol Portugal. 

As Calçada sees it, in business as in major sports championships, one must be able to balance and calibrate, because there are times when “we must know how to backtrack” and redesign part of the strategy. The current economic crisis “is a time for resilience,” he notes.

Aihnoa Fornós, HR director at Damm, insists that the organization must be oriented toward customers, not only external customers but the internal ones as well. Upon starting at Damm and realizing that the HR department was not highly regarded by employees, she wondered where it was failing: “Why are these policies not being evaluated by the people they are designed for?” she mused.

The problem was that nobody had listened, and so that would be the solution: asking the employees what they needed, and getting them involved in the process. The feedback received was used to redesign the strategic HR plan, and the department was transformed into “a bona fide services department.” 

For his part, Antonio Blanco, director of rewards systems for “la Caixa,” stresses the need for proper time management. Since time is such an “innate” resource, he says, we end up “not valuing it.” 

To manage one’s time, a person must know how to prioritize, and avoid falling into the habit of “everything is urgent.” One must rationalize the use of e-mail and learn to say “no” to unnecessary meetings, staff meals that drag on, excessive traveling and anything else deemed dispensable or able to be delegated. 

In addition, Blanco defends the need for having free time to unwind from one’s job and recharge. 

