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The Best Leaders—What Makes Them Different


Chapter One

The Best Leaders—

What Makes Them Different

“Leaders are best when people barely know they exist, 

not so good when people obey and acclaim them, worse when people despise them. But of good leaders, who talk little, 

when their work is finished, their aim fulfilled, 

the others will say, ‘We did it ourselves.’”

Lao Tzu

As you read, consider this: Who are your favorite leaders? What effect have they had on you?  What did they do to have that effect?

S

ome leaders assume that leadership is only about getting the job done, making the numbers, delegating their work, or accomplishing great things that will last a very long time. Surely leadership can have elements of all of this, but often the best leadership is more about what we do for those who follow.

When Bob assumed his leadership role, he liked the people he was working with; however, he felt this group of individuals hardly qualified as a “team.” Each in their own cubicle working on their own projects, they had little need to interact. He wanted more for them, for the 

company, and for himself. But how could he help them see the same vision for the future?

First, he crafted a vision of what he wanted, and then he acted the way he wanted them to act. Second, he rewarded them for interaction, interdependence, and for acting as a team—it became a spoken goal at every encounter. Third, he provided training in precisely what he wanted them to know—relationship and conflict management, scientific understanding, presentation skills and even a course in etiquette, both foreign and domestic. Fourth, he went to bat for them with the larger organization, working the budget, the politics, the goals; and developing relationships that only he could forge. 

And what did he get? A group of people comfortable with themselves, better skilled and more equipped to do the work; a group essential to the larger organization; a group that defined itself through its mission and the resulting action. What Bob did was not revolutionary; it was simply rare.

While there are many people like Bob in business today, there are even more who simply don’t know how, why, when, if, who, or when to act, to listen, or to help others become who and what they can be.

This book was written for both of these leaders. It is with great thanks to leaders like Bob that I have been taught the secrets of great leadership: helping others know and be who they can be—and who they probably already are.

A “New” Trend in Leadership

In the past, many people have equated successful leadership with popularity. They made the assumption that being liked is somehow synonymous with success. 

These days, true leaders know differently. A friend of mine who was a sales manager for Baxter International summed it up perfectly. He said, “They don’t have to like you; they just have to respect you.” He knew that effective leaders empower, and, in doing so, they are then respected.


So what is it exactly that the best leaders do to stand out among the crowd? A Harvard Business Review article (January/February1994) by Renato Tagiuri stressed that the best leaders are “doers”; they are not a collection of certain personality characteristics. Leadership does not need to be a popularity contest, nor does it need to be charismatic. Good leaders act, and they help others do more in the process.

One interesting finding Tagiuri noted was that the best leaders understand that they must “accept a  certain amount of hostility and resentment from subordinates, which is an inevitable aspect of all human relationships, especially when there is an inequality of power.” He recommends that the leader help employees refocus their energies on the task at hand, on the job as a whole, even divert their negative feelings toward the competition!

Leaders in Action

Denise Perry, a meeting planner in Williams Lake, British Columbia, Canada, recently hosted the largest international meeting of its kind in that area. On deadline day for registration, she and her team had only one-fifth of the required registrants. When asked       why she did not cancel the event right then and there, she responded, “I decided we needed to do more work. I believed in the project. We just had to kick a little      bit more!” Her team, divided by mountains and distance, each worked harder under her leadership. None did       it all, but, each in his or her own way brought in the remaining 80% for an overflow crowd. The best leaders have the courage to say, “We need to      do more!” 

Harbans Dhindsa, educational administrator of the Tennessee School for the Blind in Nashville, has a sign 

above his door that 

reads, “Kindness is the 

language the blind can 

see and the deaf can 

hear.” Watching him 

walk the halls of his 

school, speaking to 

staff and students 

alike, one can see a 

kind man and a de-

cisive man. Firm and 

friendly could be his 

description. He is a 

popular leader by

virtue of his way with people which is combined with the rare skills of substance and resolve. 

When asked to take the superintendent’s position, Harbans declined by stating, “This is what I like; this is where I belong; this is me.” And he added, “But I know just the right person for superintendent.” Finally, Ralph Brewer, a professional colleague, succumbed to Harbans’ persistence and his strength of resolve, and he was eventually “killed” by his kindness. Both men now work side by side. The best leaders know where they need to be.

Allan Schnarr, a psychologist and faculty member at Loyola University uses an age-old but nonetheless extremely effective technique with groups. He waits. When he asks a question, he waits for an answer. When 

he makes a statement, he looks and he waits for a response. Schnarr has perfected his part of any dialogue. Some talk. Some silence. Remember the last time you spoke with someone who acted as if he or she really needed your response in order to continue? If this skill of waiting is hard to remember, just do it yourself. It’s contagious! The best leaders know when to wait and say nothing.
At a recent conference, Dr. Gallo Torres, a dentist from Atlanta with the United States Public Health Service, assumed the position of host. Although clearly in charge, he became a welcomer, announcement maker, coffee server, and relayer of messages. He even became a limo driver—all in one meeting! His role of part host, part concierge, and part overseer freed everyone else to make the meeting a success. The best leaders are sometimes servant leaders.

Bob Chesney, a video producer from Irvine, California, has perfected the technique, the skill, and the art of making whoever he is speaking to feel important. With lively eye contact, probing questions, a warmth of personality, and a mind-set for action, Bob is clearly a leader who focuses on the other, not on himself. In doing so, his team and his customers know who is most important…they are! The best leaders make others—whoever they are—the most important priority.

Barbara McCarthy, Director of the Virginia Library and Resource Center for the Blind and formerly volunteer 

president of one of the largest professional associations of its kind in the world, has taken this quality of making others feel important one step further…she speaks in action words. 

Whenever you converse with her, even in an informal setting, you will hear words like “goals,” “deadlines,” and “development.” You will also hear questions such as, “When can we…?,” “What is the best way…?,” “How would you feel if…?,” and you will also hear some very rare leader words indeed, such as “wow,” “of course,” “no problem, we can do that,” and “Yes!” The best leaders take steps forward.

Jack O’Malley, former State’s Attorney for Cook County, Illinois, is a capable prosecutor and an astute politician. O’Malley knows the importance of eye contact. Like many busy leaders, he could divert his gaze, but he

                                           doesn’t. His focus, his visual field, is directly

                                           on the person in front

                                          of him. Whether it be 

                                             a team of attorneys,

                                         a field of reporters,

                                             even one-on-one, his focus is directly on                                                       

    the eye of the other.                                     

Former President Clinton does the same thing in similar situations. When you shake hands with him, he looks you directly in the eye for a split second. It is just a split second, but for the person on the other end of the handshake, the feeling is personal. The best leaders focus, whether Republican or Democrat.

Mike Jenkins, Vice President of CM Products, Inc. of Lake Zurich, Illinois, knows the value of detailed planning. Working with a highly technical group of foremen, assorted tool and die specialists, senior management, and, even off work, a demanding group of soccer parents, he plans most everything he does starting with the end goal. For maintenance supervisors, he wants better people skills. For the plant, he wants a cleaner and safer workspace. For a five-year old soccer player, he wants better kicking. An avid sailor, Mike knows the value and the control planning brings. The best leaders thoughtfully plan their work before all else with the end in mind.

Richard Batt, President of Franklin Memorial Hospital in Farmington, Maine, repeats himself often, but tries to do it in different ways. Understanding the future of managed care and the changes it will have on his 300+ staff, he has carefully taken a persevering, three to five- year approach to change management. Batt has introduced the future of healthcare to interior Maine, through reorganization, timing, and partnerships, with a keen eye to other parts of the country. A solid message repeated in many ways gives people breathing room  and learning room for the future. The best leaders know it is difficult for people to change, and provides time and training to do so.

Being a Leader Means Acting Like One

A friend of mine was at home as a faculty member at a large university. Like many other institutions, this school encouraged faculty to apply for tenure. It was also stated that those rejected for tenure status would probably not be teaching there within the next five years. My friend applied and was rejected unanimously. Most in his position would start a job search elsewhere immediately. To be a non-tenured professor is like being a top executive without a contract. But my persistent friend liked it where he was and wondered why his tenure committee had denied him. He took a bold step. He decided to make them his team . . . to act “as if” they were teammates and he was the leader. 


Over the next few months he took each of them out to lunch with just two questions in mind: “What were your reasons for denying me tenure?” and “What can I do next time to gain the appointment?” One year later, my friend was a full professor with a tenured position. The best leaders act, and they act “as if.”

From these examples of leadership, we can learn about the characteristics leaders possess and how they influence others with ease, skill, and tact. When examining the best leaders and what makes them different, we can see important themes woven throughout: 

· The best leaders know that a solid message repeated in many ways gives people breathing room and learning room. 

· An age-old but nonetheless effective leadership technique is waiting. When asking a question, wait for an answer. When making a statement, wait for a response. This one skill will help you perfect the art of dialogue.

· Every leader takes risks. The issue is not the risk activity; rather, it is how a leader can increase effectiveness and influence by taking ap-propriate risks. The key is to determine how to risk, when to risk, and how to enlist others in the process.

· By your very manner, you will convey whether the issue at hand is an open or a closed one. The best leaders decide this early on and make their decision very plain.

· Most important, the best leaders ask themselves, “Would I want to work for me?” Few things are as refreshing as leaders who genuinely care for their workers and treat others as they themselves would like to be treated.

If you don’t already possess all the skills necessary to be considered one of the “best leaders,” don’t worry. This book will help you uncover your true leadership potential so you can become the very best leader in your organization and your life. 

Leadership can be an extremely draining effort unless you reflect upon and remind yourself of what you are doing correctly, what is going well, and what ground you’ve already covered. Looking back once in a while is a great way to chart your progress. And by doing all this, the best leaders get their teammates to say,       “We did it ourselves.”


With your eye on the bottom line:


With your team and staff, define the best behaviors you want practiced. Keep the list short (5-8 items). Then have your team research the definitions of those behaviors. Later, as a large group, brainstorm the specific skills you would need to master those behaviors consistently. 

Note: Have your team do this—not you! 

Adults learn best when they are active learners. They are more likely to implement what they themselves have researched and learned.

Leading others to the bottom line:


Have your CEO address your team. Yes, ask for the CEO, regardless of how big your corporation is! Brief the CEO on the team’s best behaviors and ask for remarks on how these intertwine with corporate profitability.

What if all you did right now was:

· To schedule the team meeting?

· To schedule the CEO?

· To trust these others to help you lead?

“To not find out what is beyond your fears will paralyze you.”

Nancy Conti Voss

About the Author; Kevin O’Connor, CSP, is a speaker, trainer and corporate consultant specializing in Person-To-Person skill building. His main work is team building, communication and customer relationships. Kevin has consulted widely with organizations across the United States and Canada and in recent years has had the privilege of working with such clients as Ameritech, Arthur Andersen, the American College of Physician Executives, Blue Cross Blue Shield, and the United States Air Force. Kevin is a faculty member of Loyola University in Chicago and is the author of 4 books, his most recent being, Profit-Ability: Leading Teams To A Better Bottom Line. Kevin has been awarded the CSP, the Certified Speaking Professional, by the National Speakers Association. This coveted designation has been granted to less than 450 professional speakers in the world. The O’Connor Letter on Leadership is Kevin’s newsletter; it presents one new management idea with each issue and is designed to help you improve the way you do business and the way you lead. If you would like to receive a complimentary issue, please call the number on this website.






Today’s movement away from authoritarian leader- ship and toward team development is not a new concept. It was initially envisioned in China over 2,000 years ago. In our businesses, our churches, in our volunteer organizations, and even in our families, there are more people experimenting with leadership that empowers, rather than a leadership that is, itself, powerful.














The best leaders have courage and kindness, they wait and they serve, they focus and they move, they prepare and they envision; and when things aren’t quite perfect, they act “as if.”  








Points to Remember





The best leaders empower, and, in doing so, they are respected.





The best leaders know when to wait and say nothing.





The best leaders are sometimes servant leaders.





The best leaders make others—whoever they are—the most important priority.





The best leaders thoughtfully plan their strategy with the goal in mind.





The best leaders know it is difficult for people to change so they give them time and training.





The best leaders have courage and kindness, they wait and they serve, they focus and  move, they prepare and envision; and when things aren’t quite perfect, they act “as if.” 





The best leaders seek accomplishments, patterns, and challenges. 










































































































































































The bottom line is that likeability, respect, power, negative feelings, and action are issues for every leader and team member. Effective leaders are able to go from recognizing these issues and turning them into action. 
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