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From Dean’s Desk:

Prologue

Distractions abound around us. All one must do is watch the evening news to witness how calcu-
lated distractions camouflage real issues. We have found that distractions are more disruptive

than most of us realize. In addition to their disruptive nature, taking action to eliminate or mini-
mize distractions becomes a significant leadership challenge. Before developing corrective strate-
gies an understanding of distractions must be characterized. In this article we attempt to charac-

terize distractions by dissecting them. Our final article in this series is the tough one, where we
will offer thoughts on how to stem distractions so leaders can improve their effectiveness.

Leadership Distractions Dissected

Larry Reiter

Introduction

he first article of this year advanced the premise

that distractions confronting leaders may be one of
the biggest challenges to their leadership effectiveness.
In that issue of UPDATE, we began formulating our
thoughts regarding distractions, and things started lin-
ing up. A major factor on leadership effectiveness is
reactivity within the organization. If the organization,
department, etc. is operating in a reactive mode, then
the distractions become the normal mode of business.
This cycle is difficult to break, yet we are confident our
readers have experienced this condition. Considering
the distractions within a reactive organization, the ener-
gy needed by a leader just to “put out fires” on a daily
basis impacts his or her proactive intentions and abili-
ties. We also discussed what we refer to as ‘self-
imposed/self-created’ distractions where leaders create
several of the distractions that befall them. Those self-
imposed/self-created distractions include:
Micro-management
Lack of trust of their people or their superiors
Lack of ability to delegate
Lack of focus
Poor decision-making
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¢ Wellintentioned to a fault

¢ Unmanaged conflict - running issues/conflicts up the
flag pole or ignoring them and hoping they will go
away

¢ Weak hierarchy that creates distractions rather than
helping

This issue attempts to dissect each of the above self-
imposed distractions, recognizing that these are driven by
the reactivity we refer to above. Getting out of the cycle
of reactivity is difficult and requires a plan, a commitment
and self-discipline. Our intention in this article is to drill
into each of the distractions to better understand them,
and highlight the relationship between distractions and
the cycle of reactivity. In the third article we will explore
ways of managing distractions resulting in improved lead-
ership performance.

Micro-management

We have all experienced working for a micro-manager.
What a joy, if you are a supervisor or lower level manager.
Every little decision requires input or approval from the
boss. You wonder if you have any competence or even
why you are in the position. In most instances this is not
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a reflection of you and your capabilities but of the confi-
dence and skills of the boss.  Unfortunately, managers
cannot let go of the details. They may have had the
same experience while moving up the organization chart
and feel that is the expected norm. The reason for this
behavior may also be insecurity. The boss is not sure of
his/her ability to be in this position or they may look
for that which makes them comfortable - i.e. getting
involved in details. This keeps them occupied and they
can then ignore the uncomfortable issues such as long-
range planning and growing the future of the organiza-
tion. Too many are moved into sen-

ior positions based on their perfor- w -
mance in lower level positions and
are not provided the training and
given clear expectations of what the
new role requires. So, they focus on
what they are most comfortable with
and the behaviors they feel got them o
to this higher position.

The negative impact of this behavior

was experienced by one of your authors. Working in a
large technical organization micro-management became
the norm for senior managers. They were all technical
people who loved detail. This behavior became almost
inbred in the organization to the point where it was
named “Stump the Dummy.” When a senior manager
was meeting with his direct reports, he would keep ask-
ing more and more detailed questions until the direct
report did not have the answer on the tip of his/her
tongue. Therefore, the senior manager stumped the
dummy. For these meetings, bringing to the meeting
the engineers who were doing the detailed work was not
acceptable. The manager was expected to know every
detail. This behavior then forced the lower-level manag-
er to know every detail to avoid failing in Stump the
Dummy. Not only did this “game” discourage people,
but it also prevented bright people in the organization
from getting exposure to upper management.

Is the answer to this trait more training on how to be-
have as a senior manager or is it having an enlightened
senior manager who does not micro-manage. The an-
swer is probably both. The organization should have
expectations for its senior managers and should be clear
about the need to understand the work going on in
their organization and also focusing on much broader

Lack of Trust

issues. New senior managers often need mentoring on
the broader aspects of the position, but too often asking
for such help is seen or perceived as a weakness and there-
fore avoided. Mentoring and selected training should be
a standard to help a person acclimate to a new position
and to develop the new skills required at the higher posi-
tion.

Lack of trust of their people or their superiors
This distractive trait is often related to micro-

management. There are people who have egos that they
just have to display. These are people
who are convinced that no one can do
| things better than them. There are
also cases where a subordinate makes a
mistake and that mistake stays in the
mind forever. If a subordinate makes
a mistake, use it as a teaching moment
and help the person learn. Don’t hold
it over the subordinate’s head forever.
If the subordinate doesn’t improve
then there are other actions that may
be needed, such as additional training or perhaps reas-
sighment or even termination. These latter two are only
last resort actions after attempts to work with the individ-
ual or providing training.

Lack of trust of superiors is dangerous. This can be a per-
ception of the individual or it can be based in fact. If it is
based in fact, the individual needs to do some serious
evaluation of whether he/she wants to remain in that
organization. Trying to work around an untrusted superi-
or will for the most part, end poorly and could derail the
career of the individual.

If this lack of trust of the superiors is a perception with-
out a true basis the individual needs to assess his/her per-
ception. It would be best to discuss with someone, but
that can be tricky. If the discussion is with someone else
in the organization it can get back to the superior and
derail the career. It would be best to discuss with some-
one who is impartial. Use an outside consultant or do
some networking and find someone from outside the
company who you trust to be a sounding board and help
you discuss your concerns. Either that perception is reali-
ty and you need to reassess your current employer or the
perception is unfounded and you need to develop a per-
sonal plan to get past that perception and build a good
working relationship with your boss.
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Lack of ability to delegate
When a person is successful at a working level position

they are because of the work they do. There may be
some collaborative projects but a majority of the success
is due to the individual talents. When moved into a
supervisory and a subsequent management position ex-
pectations change. No longer are you expected to do
the work but to develop and use those who now work
for you. While you have those same technical skills,
doing the detailed work is no longer your job.

Some people quickly adjust to a supervisory or manageri-
al role, others need coaching and training and a third
group struggle to give up the detailed work and do not
delegate and develop their staff. This third group dis-
rupts and distracts and often discourages their team of
subordinates. A line exists between correcting and
coaching, and just redoing the work as you would. By
stepping in and doing the task, does not help the subor-
dinate learn and will eventually demotivate them. It
takes self-discipline for the supervisor/manager to resist
doing the detail work instead of coaching and mentor-
ing. Leaders have to provide guidance, allow the subor-
dinate to ask questions and try it again and again, if nec-
essary. The supervisor/manager who cannot give up de-
tail work will soon fail in their leadership role or they
will limit future growth.

Learning to delegate is not easy. Sure you can just give
out assignments, but are you giving the right assignments
to the right people! Are your using assignments to ex-
pand and develop your subordinates! Are you available
to help coach the subordinates without doing the work
for them! We could list other questions but the point is
that delegation is a skill that must be developed to be
effective.

Lack of Focus

Who doesn’t have a plethora of distractions in their
lives? There are work distractions like the “oh by the
way” assignments given by your boss or the distractions
brought to you by your peers. There are personal life
distractions - the disagreement you and your spouse had
last night, the stress of getting to your child’s soccer game
or worse, getting there on time to coach the team. The
leak in the kitchen that is getting bigger and needs atten-
tion. The list could go on and on. Sometimes it seems
that your actual job is the least important thing in your

life.

We realize compartmentalizing each of these distractions is
difficult, but it needs to be done. There may be times you
just need to take a day off work to deal with some of the
outside issues. Maybe you need to find someone to help
you coach the soccer team and give up some of that pres-
sure. Maybe you need to politely decline the appointment
to new team at work or to the city planning commission.
Prioritize your life and decide what is most important to
being able to focus on your role as a supervisor/manager.
You have a responsibility to your organization, to help
those who report to you become successful, and you have a
responsibility to your family. When you are in your work
role you need to be present and focused on those who de-
pend on you. When you are in your family role, focus on
them. Sounds easy but we know it is not.

Poor decision-making

The topic of decision-making is one of the most written
about leadership skills ever. We do not intend to reiterate
decision-making in that context. The point here is to pre-
sent the disruptive effect of poor decision-making from
viewpoint of the leader as an individual. In our leadership
classes we stress the importance of self-awareness, intro-
spection and effects of stress on leadership behavior. We
believe that poor decisions are a result of other distrac-
tions, or other stressors a leader may be experiencing. The
consequence of decisions made under stress themselves
become disruptions.

We administer different behavioral assessments in our
practice. The outcomes of these assessments provide indi-
viduals with insights into their behavioral type under nor-
mal situations and increasing levels of stress. In one partic-
ular assessment the premise is that excessive stress shifts
behavior, and the shift is predictable based on the normal
behavior. While for the most part the outcomes of these
assessments are fascinating to those who partake, the learn-
ing and insights gained can be powerful information to
help control behavior when one knows the pattern when
stress becomes an overriding influence.

Case in point, there was a CEO who fell victim to several
of these disruptive influences, and as a result, he found
himself either stressed or his normal charming self. The
real problem was not knowing which person he was.
Through an assessment we learned that when stressed his
behavior was equally predictable. The challenge was to get
him to realize this and the damage he was creating by
jumping to decisions while in the stressed state. Perhaps
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the biggest problem with all this is the follow-up behav-
ior. The scenario might go as follows: An event or con-
dition was brought up at a meeting. Resolution to the
CEO was clear in his mind but flawed in his logic.
When that was pointed out (in private so as not to em-
barrass him) he was so stressed that he made a poor deci-
sion to launch an outrage that was inappropriate and
damaging. Damaging not only to the person who was
the recipient, but those who could overhear the outrage
within earshot of his office. Only later to apologize to
the individual for his outrageous behavior. This se-
quence of outrage followed by apologies became a trade-
mark. By not knowing the well-researched predictabil-
ity of his behavioral patterns, he made poor decisions.
In reality, he became a victim of his own inability to
recognize the stress and temper his poor decision-
making.

One can only image the disruptive nature of the overall
encounter; to the CEO who was disrupted, the recipi-
ent and those who overheard the outrage. Take this to
the next level, what happens when stressors and the
inability to recognize that they are affecting behavior
come into play for business, operational or administra-
tive behaviors. If similar aberrant behavior influences
those decisions, the subsequent consequences of those
poor decisions has to be dealt with and rectified.

Well-intentioned to a fault
Being well-intentioned is an admirable trait for a leader.

Compassion for subordinates and employees is not only
desirable but important to the culture of the organiza-
tion. We believe that most leaders want to give their
people the benefit of the doubt. Be considerate of each
person’s situation and attempt to balance those situa-
tions with the best interest of the company as well as
the individual. Anything less than that is not only
harsh, but ineffective and detrimental to both the or-
ganization and the leader’s effectiveness. The issue here
is, when being well-intentioned goes to the extreme.
When affording the benefit of the doubt becomes risky
to the leader and the organization. Risky can mean dif-
ferent things depending on the situation. What we
have experienced is when a leader’s good intentions are
taken advantage of to the point where those involved
actually subvert the leadership for their own benefit.
One situation that stands out is the case of a senior ex-
ecutive who demonstrated some subversive behaviors
along with another senior person who had subversive

ambitions and needed the other executive to secure his
objectives. This subversive behavior while subtle was rec-
ognized by other executives and discussed. As the con-
sultant, I informed the CEO of these observations. The
second executive who was the collaborative partner was
close to retirement. The CEO felt he was of minimal
influence and wanted to give him the benefit of the
doubt and allow him to serve out his time (hopefully in a
rather benign fashion) so he would receive his retire-
ment. We continued to warn the CEO, but his compas-
sion and desire to give the second executive an oppor-
tunity to complete his career, did not confront the sub-
version the CEO knew about. The outcome was the
CEQ’s leadership was subverted, those two senior execu-
tives were successful in having the CEO disenfranchised
by the parent company and the two of them survived and
took over the leadership of the company. The original
CEO was well-intentioned to a fault.

Personnel conflicts are a normal course of organizational
functioning, but when they occur between key individu-
als, such conflicts can become a major distraction to a
leader. It can be as simple as two key people who just
don’t get along. Both have been good employees. One is
close to retirement, the other is not. A short-term strate-
gy assumes the conflict will go away once the older per-
son retires. What the leader believes is his good inten-
tion is, in effect, passive-aggressive. It does nothing to
eliminate the conflict; rather, neglecting the situation
and the ongoing lack of cooperation becomes a distrac-
tion to the leader and other employees.

Unmanaged conflict - running issues/conflicts up the
flag pole or ignoring them, hoping they will go away

This distraction is a good example of a reactive organiza-
tion, but also ties into the other distractions we are dis-
cussing. It’s also manifested in flat organizations where
the decision-making/problem resolution hierarchy is
weak. None-the-less, whenever the smallest of issues
arise, and they are escalated to higher levels of manage-
ment/leadership, these situations are disruptions and
interruptions that impact a leader’s effectiveness. The
other side of unmanaged conflict is leaders like to think
of themselves as problem solvers, and these situations are
typical what we teach as “Convergent” problems. Ones
that can be dealt with since the solutions converge upon
themselves in a rather clear manner. Therefore, these
issues or conflicts are addressed but can be significant
disruptions depending on how the respective parties lob-
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by their cause.

In this specific disruptive case, another insidious conse-
quence exists which is indirect, and impacts both the
organization and the leadership. It’s the overall disrup-
tion caused by the conflict, beyond just those involved.
We refer to these as ‘sideline effects.” Those sitting on
the sidelines or who are impacted indirectly by the con-
flict are distracted from their normal work as they
watch the drama unfold. Then after

traction because those below the leader cannot function
as necessary, thereby shifting their leadership responsibil-
ities to their immediate leader.

The age old mistake of taking a good technical or opera-
tional person and reward them with a promotion to a
management/leadership position assuming they will
function at a level equal to their technical or operational
expertise is false. For senior leaders to be effective they
need to build their team over time. Se-

resolution people congregate and
spend time ‘talking it down.” For the
leader, this indirect impact fosters the
wrong behavior. Local problem solv-
ing is not being cultivated in the or-
ganization. If the leader falls victim to

Getting out of the cycle of
reactivity is difficult and
requires a plan, a commit-
ment and self-discipline.

lect the right people, mentor and groom
them, train them and afford them time
to work in the areas they are being pre-
pared to lead. When that happens the
senior leader can be just that and focus
on his job knowing that his support

those who approach him with minor

problems, and allows them to run their problem up the
flagpole to the leader, then she is falling short on sever-
al leadership learning opportunities. The goal should
not be the disposition of problems; it should be resolu-
tion at the lowest level in the organization.

Finally, the case exists where instead of taking the bait
and resolving the problem for those who approach a
leader, leaders take the approach that maybe it will go
away if | let emotions cool off; the ‘do nothing option.’
This tends to exacerbate the initial issue and escalates
the problem to some future time when it can be worse.
Or worse yet, the do nothing option becomes a reflec-
tion on the leader’s ability to not deal with problems,
making the leader even less effective. We have wit-
nessed this particular type of distraction and it is disrup-
tive. When this distraction is repeated on a rather rou-
tine basis the distraction becomes damaging to the or-
ganization and leadership.

Weak hierarchy that creates distractions rather than

helping
From an organizational effectiveness perspective, work-

force planning and strategic staffing are important activ-
ities. We have worked in several organizations attempt-
ing to align the right people into the right jobs. When
issues of favoritism or time in service (TIS) become the
promotion criteria the hierarchy can, and in most cases
under these issues, will be ineffective, unqualified, un-
prepared and deficient. For leaders to be as effective
they need a support team that is the best they can field.
A weak hierarchy creates an immense amount of dis-

team is capable and proficient at theirs.

Closing
As stated above, the eight distractions we are discuss-
ing are not exclusive, with distinct relationships
between them. What we are attempting here is to dissect
the issues that distract leaders, to better understand the
components that affect leadership effectiveness. We
know that distractions are a part of life, but they can con-
sume and overwhelm or they can be accepted and dealt
with. With this understanding we can offer thoughts
and perspectives on how to overcome these disruptive
aspects, which challenge leaders. Our concluding article
in this series will provide these perspectives and further
highlight the integrated nature of these disruptions. Our
overall intention is to increase awareness of the things
that may be considered as normal daily irritations to a
leader, and offer some ways to minimize the disruptions
such that they can focus on their leadership responsibili-
ties.
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