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Foreword

As someone who has had 20 years of experience in leadership I am really pleased to
be writing this foreword. I have seen the best and the worst of leadership in all three
primary sectors – public, private and voluntary. One of the things I have noticed is
that whilst there are thousands of standard texts on leadership, there are very few
that are both easy to read and offer practical advice that can be implemented in the
real world. This is particularly true of leadership texts aimed specifically at voluntary
sector organisations.

There is plenty of guidance out there for dealing with the technical side of
leadership – but I know that the biggest challenge is the human side of the equation.
We need to be clear about the distinction between leadership and management. We
know that both are vital components for a senior leader in order to engage people in
the purpose of the organisation, but also have the right resources, measures and
drills to support and embed their energy and transform it into outcomes.

So many texts deal with the ‘ideal’ whilst not giving enough attention to what
happens in ‘real life’. This is why, in my view, a book of this nature is so timely. At a
time when more is being asked of leaders in the voluntary sector, when the nature of
the ‘business’ is changing rapidly, when more is being asked, when there is fierce
competition for funding and many are losing out, what will give an organisation the
edge? Practical, real, focused leadership.  

Leadership at the top is hard; it’s lonely and highly pressurised. I hope that the
good advice offered in this guide will help senior leaders to feel inspired and motivated
about their leadership and what they can do to be even better – and of course remain
sane!

Ian Lawson
Business Development Director
The Campaign for Leadership at The Work Foundation





People have more need for models than for critics.
Scott Simmerman, US management consultant

Introduction
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This book is not big and it’s not clever. It is an attempt to look at leadership of a
charity or voluntary organisation in the context of the typical problems that are
encountered by chief executives and senior staff. We are so used to looking at
our world, particularly our working world, through the lens of leadership that
we can forget to look at the lens itself. In a sense this book is about the lens of
leadership.

I make no apologies for having ‘borrowed’ other people’s ideas and solutions.
This book is not designed to deliver highly original insight into the world of
leading at the top. It is deliberately about sharing ideas, thoughts, experiences
and solutions of the vast number of thinkers and doers in the world of leadership.
It’s about those things that I have either seen work in practice or that others have
told me work. The content of this book is, therefore, largely drawn from some of
the most common issues and experiences in leadership that I have come across,
not only in my own personal experience, but also with my work with other chief
execs and senior staff in the sector. I have therefore based most of my advice,
hints and tips on the ideas and experiences that have been shared with me by
hundreds of chief execs and their top teams over the last few years.

I have also deliberately tended to avoid more specific ‘technical’ information
(such as putting together a strategic plan, manipulating your balance sheet etc.)
as, in my travels, it has rarely cropped up as a major issue at this level. Most of
the stories (both horror and fairy tale), that I have heard, relate to the more
human side of leadership – and therefore this is what I have concentrated on.

If you do want more technical information there are a number of texts that
are truly excellent, which I list in the bibliography. One of the most helpful and
informative is Andrew Hind’s The Governance and Management of Charities.

As you read this book there will undoubtedly be observations and ideas that
you don’t agree with or that don’t square with your own experience. And there
will be things that you don’t feel you can implement, for whatever reason. This is
perfectly normal and I expect it. In my experience, there is no ‘one size fits all’
leadership model which can be applied everywhere. Working with voluntary
sector organisations and their leaders has shown me that the model required
depends on so many different factors – the size of the organisation, its age, its
revenue, its cause and so on.  Of course, it is highly dependent on the personality,
value set and background of you – the person leading the organisation. It is
much better to think of leadership as a toolkit, which encompasses all the different
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models, ideas and approaches. And you, as the leader, take from the toolkit the
tool that fits the situation you are currently in. When that situation changes, or
if that particular tool didn’t work, well, then you try another one.

For some of you, the thoughts, reflections and suggestions will be ‘old hat’.
But for others they will be new, or at least offer a new way of thinking about it.

I am a big fan of inspirational remarks. Some of the biggest movement in my
thinking has been as a result of reading a quote which resonated with me, or
hearing an ‘ordinary’ person say something that seemed truly profound and wise.
So I end this introduction with the three quotations that keep me going in the
dark reaches of the night! As you read this book, keep these three things in your
mind. You might find them helpful too.

This first quote is what makes me keep going when sometimes I feel very
unsure about why I am working in the charitable sector at all – or when I wonder
if it’s really worth the inevitable stress that comes with leading in the voluntary
sector.

This is the true joy in life, the being used for a purpose recognized by yourself
as a mighty one; the being a force of nature instead of a feverish, selfish little
clod of ailments and grievances complaining that the world will not devote
itself to making you happy.

I am of the opinion that my life belongs to the whole community, and as
long as I live it is my privilege to do for it whatever I can.

I want to be thoroughly used up when I die, for the harder I work the more
I live. I rejoice in life for its own sake. Life is no “brief candle” for me. It is a
sort of splendid torch which I have got hold of for the moment, and I want to
make it burn as brightly as possible before handing it on to future generations.

George Bernard Shaw, ‘Man and Superman’

The second quote is the one I read during the times I feel most beleaguered;
when my confidence is low, when I am wondering if we are making the right
decisions at the right time, or when it really does feel as though I am swimming
upstream and the tide against me is the rest of the world! (I know that some
of you reading this sometimes have those feelings too – and that I am not alone
in this.)

It is not the critic who counts, not the man who points out how the strong man
stumbled, or where the doer of deeds could have done better. The credit belongs
to the  man who is actually in the arena; whose face is marred by the dust and
sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs and comes short again and
again; who knows the great enthusiasms, the great devotions and spends himself
in a worthy cause; who at the best, knows in the end the triumph of high
achievement, and who, at worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly;
so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who know
neither victory or defeat.

Theodore Roosevelt (Paris, Sorbonne, 1910)
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Introduction

The final quote is from an ‘ordinary’ human being. Ian Lawson, the Chief
Executive of the Campaign for Leadership, once said to me years ago, ‘The greatest
gift you can give to anyone is the gift of an opportunity’.

This book is my gift of opportunity to you – the opportunity to think, reflect
and maybe, just maybe, do something differently.

Read on…
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Outcomes
After reading this chapter you will:
� Understand the realities of an apparently powerful job title
� Have a sense of the behaviours you are likely to encounter
� Realise the importance of critical mass.

The chances are that by the time you read this book you are already at the top or
near the top of your organisation. So I’m not going to waste any time asking you
whether you are sure you are ready for the challenge! But what I will say is that I
believe that leadership is a vocation, not a profession.

Frankly, leadership is a choice. The job title, director or chief executive, does
not confer automatic leadership power on you. All it gives you is a certain level
of authority, but authority is not leadership. You have to make a conscious choice
to engage in the leadership thinking and behaviour that turns a job title into a
leadership role.

The job title is a burden more than a blessing
As soon as you gain a job title that implies status and prestige, there will be a
number of people, both within and outside your organisation, who will perceive
you only through the ‘fog’ of that job title. They will attribute to you motives
that have nothing to do with who you are as a human being, and everything to
do with how they perceive senior people.

I attended a ‘do’ at the House of Commons several years ago. (‘Dos’ at the
House of Commons are common place in the sector! You end up going to an
awful lot of them.) I was in conversation with someone when a very senior and
well known chief executive of a large national charity came over. He clearly wanted
to speak to the person who I was talking to and so simply cut in and completely
ignored me. I wasn’t offended, particularly, because this frequently happens when
you are a woman leader in what is still essentially a man’s world (being short and
blonde doesn’t help either!) and so you tend to ignore it.

Anyhow, my colleague was embarrassed by this and introduced me to this
man by name and said that I worked for DSC. He didn’t recognise my name
(and frankly why should he?). Looking rather irritated at having to speak to me

Upon his royal face there is no note
How dread an army hath enrounded him.
Shakespeare, ‘Henry V’, Act IV

1What they don’t
tell you
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rather than my colleague, he asked me ‘…are you helping out here today?’  He
was clearly under the impression that I was part of the administration team. I
didn’t mind that either, my career began with administrative roles and I think
they are massively important and underrated. So, still not being offended, I replied
‘No’. To be honest, he didn’t give the impression that he really wanted to talk to
me so I didn’t feel encouraged to open up.

My colleague then told him my job title. ‘Debra is the Chief Executive.’ You
would be amazed at the change in his demeanour then. Suddenly I was someone
of importance because I had this job title. Immediately his eyes lit up and his
body language changed from dismissive to attentive. That was when I did begin
to feel offended. The only thing that had influenced his desire to engage in
conversation with me was when he thought of me as somebody important. As
an administrator I wasn’t worth the time and effort of conversation, as a chief
executive I was.

This happens internally too. My current PA, Jill Thornton, is someone who I
worked alongside in a different capacity many years ago, and through the vagaries
of fate she has ended up being my PA now. So she knows me quite well and has
seen me develop and grow over the years. When she took on this current role,
one of the first things she observed was that the staff found it almost impossible
to see past my job title and that the person they were describing to her was not
someone she recognised from her own experience.

So people will have a perception of you that is first and foremost based on
your job title. And that perception will be highly influenced by their experiences
of senior people in the past and their expectations of how you should or should
not behave or act. Good leaders recognise this and take it into account when
dealing with others.

Adults not children
One of the things I find both frustrating and amusing when observing leaders in
action is how easy it is for them to forget that they employ and work with adults,
not children or pupils.

We employ adults who make important decisions in their own lives, decisions
that are usually more important in the wider context than those they make at
work: where to live; how to educate their children; who to have relationships
with; how to manage their money; who to vote for and so on. And yet, these
same people walk into work and are asked to sign a chit for a pen out of the
stationery cupboard – or are not allowed to make on-the-spot decisions to help
out or serve a beneficiary/service user/volunteer or customer because they have
to get ‘permission’. And so often those permissions are petty, silly things that
simply get in the way of the job being done.

Somehow there is a two-way perception that leaders are supposed to be better,
wiser and more knowledgeable than the people who they are leading. But how
can they be? How can you be? The range of things that you are concerned with
as you become more senior in an organisation is so wide that you cannot be
expert in any of them anymore. Your job is to employ the experts – and not just
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to advise you on what decisions you should take – to actually take the decisions
about the areas in which they are expert. Your job is to surround yourself with
people who know what they are doing and create an environment that helps
them to shine. So many leaders behave like either teachers or parents and then
get surprised and upset when their staff or volunteers behave like children or
rebellious students!

The chief executive I admire the most is a guy called Tony Morgan. He used to
say that ‘good leadership is about giving other people the space to show up’. In
other words, letting them shine.

People not resources
In your organisation everyone is important. On many days they are more
important than you. In my own organisation, when we have a lot of people in
our building, the most important person is Carole Sandman, our Facilities
Assistant, because she has to make sure they are fed and watered. And she is the
one who needs to make the decisions on that day about that work. She sees more
of our customers than any other person in the entire organisation  and she
therefore has a bigger influence on how they perceive us and what we do than
anyone else, including me.

You need to develop a deep sense of appreciation for the efforts and aspirations
of others in your organisation. The best leaders I have come across really, really
do believe that they are not better than anyone else and will openly acknowledge
that others are more skilled and experienced in particular areas. This is not paying
lip service – it is the truth. And if it isn’t the truth, if you really are appointing
people into jobs that they don’t do better than you, then you have to ask yourself
why you aren’t appointing more capable people.

Lots of chief execs say that they can’t get the quality of staff they want because
of the low levels of pay in the sector.  Well, there may be something in that, and
if it’s true for you, then do something about the pay levels – it’s a slow process,
but believe me it can be done.  Regardless of that, however, the pay isn’t so low
that you can’t attract bright young things at the start of their careers, or older
people who want to move out of the corporate or public sector to make a different
kind of contribution in their working lives. There are a lot of skilled, intelligent,
capable people out there who are not solely driven by the salary. My point is
that, quite often, the problem is not one of skill versus no skill, or experience
versus no experience, but one of ‘I’m the boss and can’t let go’ versus ‘we pay you
to be the expert so I will let go’. Be honest with yourself – is it you who is preventing
them from being fabulous, even inadvertently?

You’re not really human any more
The reality is that when you aspire to lead others you will largely cease to be seen
as a human being with the same fears, worries, hang-ups and hopes as them.
Even though you probably feel all too human and fallible, most people both
want and deserve a leader who they can look up to. That doesn’t mean that they
will always like you. Being moaned about behind your back is actually part of
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the job description! But they
need someone who they
believe deep down, when
push comes to shove, can
lead the organisation in the
right direction.

The biggest test of your
leadership ability is not
what people do and say
when things are going
well (anyone can lead
success), it’s what they
do and say when times
are tough.

They will expect
more of you in terms of
how you look, what you

say and how you behave.
They will notice your mistakes.
They will be alert for any signs
of  hypocrisy. They will be
generally unforgiving of the

times when you are, or appear to be, hypocritical or unhelpful or obstructive
or… (and even if they forgive they sure as anything don’t forget!)

Your nerves and stress levels, if seen by others, will have a disproportionate
impact on the nerves and stress levels of those around you. The more worried or
stressed you are, the more worried and stressed they will be. The more calm and
positive you are, the more calm and positive they will be.

They have high expectations, often unreasonable in the context of you as a
human being, but completely reasonable in the context of you as the guardian of
the organisation, and ergo, their working lives. It means the pressures on you are
exceptionally high – and you need to have the strength of character to accept it
and deal with it.

Nobody likes you!
So you have to develop a healthy and robust sense of self. You will be criticised,
sometimes fairly and sometimes unfairly, the moment you step into a senior
role. And this criticism will come at you from all angles. Richard Olivier, in his
excellent book, Inspirational Leadership, Henry V and the Muse of Fire, quotes
from Shakespeare’s Henry V where Henry is ‘walking the job’ around the camp
anonymously the night before the Battle of Agincourt, listening to the troops
talking and complaining about him and his leadership.

After he has listened he talks about how hard leadership is and how often you
are blamed for all sorts of things that really aren’t your fault.
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