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Rewarding leadership strengths
without making provision for
the development of new skills
can be bad for business, warns
Jill Flint-Taylor

A strong focus on results is
essential in a leader, but
without balance it can lead to
unrealistic goals and a lack of

flexibility or creativity

Jill Flint-Taylor is a director of
Robertson Cooper Ltd
www. robertsoncooper.com

Too much of a
good thing can

lead you

o you ever find yourself thinking that you
Dcould do with stretching your repertoire of

management and leadership behaviour a
bit? However successful and confident you are, do
you ever see someone else in action and think — I
wish I could be a bit more like that?

These days, by the time a manager reaches a
senior position, he or she is likely to be no stranger
to leadership development in its various forms.
The foundation for this is often an assessment of
strengths and development needs.

With only a passing glance at the strengths, the
emphasis usually falls on tackling the develop-
ment needs — with varying degrees of application
and success.

In the meantime, strengths tend to be rewarded
and reinforced by positive feedback, promotion
and pay rises — to the point where there really can
be “too much of a good thing”.

The result is a leader (or more seriously a leader-
ship team) that relies on a narrow repertoire of
behaviour regardless of the context. Quite ironical-
ly and unintentionally, this can lead to “derail-
ment” of the leader’s career, or burn-out in their
teams. But how does this happen?

In last October’s column on Ringing the
Changes, I highlighted the risks of promoting
change for change’s sake — of confusing activity
(change) with productivity (improvements).

The essence of that particular leadership style or
culture is embracing change without taking time to
think through its implications, while valuing new
ideas over achieving tangible results.

These behaviours are often associated with suc-
cess in strategy, policy and advisory roles — they
are correctly seen as key strengths, but they also
carry inherent risks which, in my experience, are
seldom managed.

This is just one example of a more common phe-
nomenon. Most leadership strengths have the
potential to become areas for development, or risk
factors if they are relied on too heavily.

Below are some more illustrations of the risks
that often come hand-in-hand with some of the
most important leadership strengths. Do you recog-
nise any of them in yourself or your manager?

 Taking the lead with confidence, energy and
enthusiasm, but allowing little space for others to
have their say — even though you recognise the
need to involve them and you respond construc-
tively to challenge and debate. Even with the
best intentions, this style puts you at risk of los-
ing support by overlooking — or over-riding —
others’ concerns, ideas and perspectives.

astray

+ Finding that you have created dissatisfaction and
stress in the team by unintentionally prioritising
the concerns of the vocal minority. At its best,
concern for others allows you to gain co-opera-
tion and buy-in by taking account of people’s
perspectives. But over-play this strength and
your desire to be supportive can backfire and
create division and/or resentment in the team.

+ Finding yourself unable to let go of the detail —
even though you’re an experienced delegator
and believe you only get involved when quality
and standards are at risk. A strong sense of duty
means that you feel it’s important to take person-
al responsibility for quality, standards and meet-
ing expectations. But overdo this and you risk
undermining those who report to you, resulting
ultimately in their disengagement. People need
to feel that they have sufficient responsibility
and control over their work in order to give you
their best. Our research shows that this is a sur-
prisingly serious risk — particularly for leaders
with a strong track record in operational roles.

More broadly, a strong focus on results is essen-
tial in a leader, but without balance it can lead to
unrealistic goals and a lack of flexibility or creativ-
ity. If you strive to achieve at all costs you put
yourself and others at risk.

On the other hand, constructive support is a key
leadership strength, but taken to extremes a sup-
portive style often results in avoidance of “difficult
conversations”, suppression of debate and lack of
challenge or innovation. Similarly, leaders need to
generate confidence among others, but the risks of
over-confidence include underestimating problems
and difficulties, as well as insufficient emphasis on
the need to develop and improve. The outcome can
be teams or organisations who have been in trouble
for quite a long time before they realise how far
things have gone — by then, it can be too difficult to
turn things around, however confident their leader.

So, managing these risks is important for indi-
viduals, but critical for leadership teams — espe-
cially when members of the team share a similar
leadership style, as we have found to be the case
in some public sector organisations. Beware the
leadership team that takes the view that you can
never have too much of a good thing and selects
new members in its own image. A flexible reper-
toire of styles is always more effective in a
leader, and a leadership team with a balance of
styles is always likely to perform better in a
wider range of situations than a team with a sin-
gle predominant style.
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