The Opportunity

How can leadership be this hard? One year ago today

was the happiest day of my life. I had arrived! Only four
years out of college, and mry company had moved me into a
leadership position: director of corporate client services for
the southeast sales region. I knew I could bandle the job,
because I'd started from our catalog call center; fielding
customer requests and complaints. Then I was promoted to
a project manager, working closely with sales and our cor-
porate clients. Whatever the salespeople promised our cus-
tomers, I delivered. And if I do say so myself, I was good at
getting our corporate clients what they needed, when and
where they needed it. I got all kinds of kudos for devel-
oping outstanding relationships with clients. I was sure I
could make my staff do the same.

A year ago, I was on top of the world. Today, I'm
holding on for dear life and might lose my job. What bap-
pened? What went wrong?

With those thoughts, Debbie Brewster pulled
into the parking lot at the public library. She knew
she could never have an uninterrupted day in the
office. Besides, her boss had always encouraged her
to take some time every month to step back and
Assess what had happened, Affirm what was working,
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and make Adjustments as needed. She had always
been too busy to actually try it, but today was differ-
ent. Drastic times demand drastic measures.

As Debbie entered the library, her mind flashed
back to long-forgotten memories from her less-than-
stellar educational career. The musty smell of the
old volumes was as strong as ever. The lighting was
about the same—a bit too dark. That had never made
much sense to her. Why aren’t libraries better lit?

Debbie approached the librarian and said, “Hji,
I’'m looking for a place to work. Somewhere with
ample light, if that’s possible.”

“Certainly,” the woman said with a smile. “Are
there any particular resources you’ll need today?”

“No, but thanks anyway. I just need a quiet place
to work for a few hours. I have a few business issues
that I need to resolve.”

“Let me know if you need any help,” the librar-
ian offered. She escorted Debbie to a table in a quiet
corner with two large windows on each side.

Debbie took a seat, pulled out her laptop and
began. First, I need to get a firm grip on my curvent situ-
ation. Then Ill try to determine how I got into this mess.

Current Situation

Feedback from Worst among all
salespeople 7 sales regions
Customer Worst among all
satisfaction 7 sales regions

Profit contribution Below goal
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Cost management At goal
Employee Significantly below
satisfaction where it was when

Turnover

I took over the team.

I’ve lost 4 out of 10 team
members in less than
a year. This feels like

an issue.

Okay, that'’s where we are today. How did things get
50 bad, so fast? She thought back over the previous
twelve months. Which events might have contrib-
uted to her team’s current lackluster performance?

June 1

June 15

July
August
September

October

November

Key Events
I am appointed as team leader.

First team meeting; conflict
over changes I wanted the team
to implement.

Selected Bob—new to the
company—poor decision.

Cut expenses to improve

profitability.

"Iwo new hires: Brenda—good
fit; Charles—wait and see.

Lost one important client due
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to poor service from our people.

Bob terminated. Team seems
very disengaged.
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December Year-end results reflect
significant drop in team
performance versus previous
year.

January Performance reviews with each
member of the team. Every
team member is challenged to
“step up or step out.”

February Lost two more clients—same
reason as before.

May "Team meetings canceled until
further notice. Focus on
improving results.

Wow! No wonder it was a bad year. Look at all the
stuff that happened. Unfortunately, I don’t think “stuff
Just bappened” is the insight I need to turn things around.

Debbie’s somber thought was interrupted by the
librarian. “How’s your work going? Getting every-
thing done?”

“Not exactly. I've reviewed the current situation,
but I don’t know where to go from here,” Debbie
admitted.

“Maybe I can help,” the librarian said.

Debbie was amused by the comment but tried not
to show it. “Well, thank you, but I'm not sure you
could. It’s a complex problem.”

“Oh, I didn’t mean that I could personally help

you solve your problem,” the woman responded
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patiently. “However, we do have quite a few
resources about business at our disposal. What is the
problem you’re trying to solve?”

“In our company, we often refer to problems as
opportunities,” Debbie explained.

“Okay, what’s the opportunity?” the woman said
with a smile as she continued to probe.

“I think I could sum it up by saying that I have an
opportunity to improve the performance of my team.’
“Do you know what’s causing the performance

issues?”

Debbie paused. “I'm not sure. I listed all the
key events from the last year and several things that
could have contributed, but—"

“But what?” the woman asked.

“I get this sinking feeling that I may be a signif-
icant part of the problem. I've only been the team
leader for about a year, and I have no prior training
or experience.” Debbie thought, I can’t believe I'm
baring my soul to the librarian.

“We've got quite a few resources on leadership
development,” the librarian offered.

“Leadership development,” Debbie repeated.

“Yes,” said the librarian, “you said you might be
part of the problem.”

“I think I said I might be a contributing factor,
but the real issue is performance.” Debbie could feel
herself getting defensive. It was one thing to admit
she might be part of the problem. It had a different

ring to it when she heard someone else say it.
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