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Historically, leaders led and specialists concentrated 
on their area of expertise such as finance, 
engineering, marketing or quality control. The 
development of leadership in the 21st century often  
requires leaders to be all things to all people.  How 
many times have you talked to HR about an issue 
with a team, to be told that their leader is ‘not a 
people person’ and doesn’t have ‘natural leadership 
skills’? But in reality managers now need to be multi-
facetted and there is less room to hide behind their  
specialist job title. 
  
Many businesses now have a matrix structure to 
enable them to be more agile and responsive to 
change.  Hierarchical structures are gone, as is the 
certainty of a structure in which rules, 
responsibilities and reporting lines were clear and 
unambiguous.  Certainly the change to matrix 
structures has  offered cost benefits, but there are 
also other consequences.  People who perhaps never 
intended to manage and lead people, find themselves 
doing exactly that,  leading teams, and having dotted 
line responsibilities to others within the matrix 
structure.  Added to that they can often be leading 
remote teams using technology to support 
communication.  So, in  an environment where 
people expect to be led, supported, nurtured and 
developed, these new leaders find that they not only 
don’t have the natural skills to do this, but that a 
career path focussed on developing their technical / 
specialist skills has left them ill-equipped for 
leadership, effective communication and people 
management skills. 

“In today’s world of management, 
leaders need to be: 

Great communicators to diverse 
groups, 

Effective decision makers & 

Strategic thinkers” 
 

I believe that leadership can be developed and that 
most leaders develop through their experience on 
the job and through targeted support.  So specialists 
certainly can develop a good repertoire of leadership 

skills that give them the multi-facetted approach that 
they need.  It is not easy and careful consideration 
has to be given to the individual needs of each 
leader.  
 
In MBTI (Myers Briggs, a personality type indicator) 
terms, the difference between specialists and more 
natural leadership profiles can often be seen based 
on the typical personality preferences for each. 
Specialists often have the personality preferences for 
INTP or ISTP whereas more people in leadership 
positions tend to have a preference for ESTJ. By 
comparing the ESTJ preference with that of INTP or 
ISTP, the differences are quite clear.  
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INTP and ISTP: 
- Natural communication to groups is not their 
strength 
- They need mountains of information before they 
can make a decision, therefore slowing down the 
process 
- For them to think ‘big picture’ is more idealistic / 
imaginative than it is realistic, and as such is often 
not too strategic 
(However, this is the opposite for an ESTJ.)  

But, managers can learn on the job 
By being supported and learning in real time what 
works and what doesn’t and by making mistakes and 
building their experience. This can be painful but it is 
a powerful method in terms of developing long term 
learning.  
Leadership Development Programmes are also an 
option and there is value in this intensive approach  
learning alongside a variety of leaders , often from a 
range of industry sectors.  
However, for the specialist leader, these programmes 
can be a difficult process resulting in limited 
learning.  Specialists are often out of their comfort 
zone in large groups, learning in an interactive way. 
They can withdraw and avoid, trying to ‘simply 
survive the process’  perhaps even losing their 
confidence to try out a few new leadership skills. 
  
So, what are the alternatives? 
One alternative is a dedicated and experienced 
mentor. Having someone in the organisation to talk 
to on a regular basis who knows how you are feeling 
as a ‘specialist as leader’, that can offer advice, 
support, ideas and approaches is a very valuable 
resource. Many organisations are recognising the 
value of mentors, people with experience and know 
how, and who have successfully navigated their way 
through the ups and downs of leadership over many 

years.  Organisations are helping these people to 
develop their mentoring skills, so that they can 
impart their knowledge and advice in a way that is 
effective for the new leader. They are at hand in a 
crisis and they are there to have regular mentoring 
meetings to continually support and challenge the 
‘new leader’ – often for several years. 
  
But what if your specialist as leader does not have 
time on their side? Perhaps they have been given less 
than a year to prove themselves and to learn what 
they need to be successful in the job. While a 
temptation might be to use a Leadership 
Development Programme, as I have already 
identified this does not always provide the best 
option for a specialist leader.  As an alternative, 
leadership coaching from a well qualified business 
coach with a background in the skills and practical 
requirements of leadership, is a positive option for 
the ‘specialist as leader’ because they offer: 

 
So, there are various options if you find yourself in a 
conversation with a specialist leader about their 
leadership development. Or, if you are a specialist 
yourself who is now having to take on leadership 
responsibilities. The key is to look at the context for 
the development. For example, does the specialist 
have time on their side to learn “on the job”? Is there 
someone within the business who has the experience 
to act as a mentor? Is there more than one specialist 
conversation happening within 
the business so that a tailored 
leadership development 
programme can be developed for 
these leaders? Once you know the 
answers to these questions you 
can then work out whether they 
would benefit most from 
attending a Leadership 
Development Programme, 
working with an experienced 
mentor or by having leadership 
coaching from an experienced 
business coach. 

We Recommend.. 
Why Good Leaders make you feel safe - Simon Sinek 

Why the majority is always wrong - Paul Rulkens 

Karen Frost 

Click the text to 
watch the video.  

◦ 1-2-1 attention 
◦ Take place in the com-

fort zone 
◦ All sessions are kept 

confidential 
◦ Allow for real-time 

learning  

◦ Allow for practice be-
tween the new leader 
and their coach 

◦  Incorporate personal-
ised learning plans to 
meet their individual 
needs 

“ISTP -Tolerant and flexible, quiet observers until a 
problem appears, then act quickly to find workable 
solutions. Analyze what makes things work and readi-
ly get through large amounts of data to isolate the 
core of practical problems.  
  
INTP -Seek to develop logical explanations for every-
thing that interests them. Theoretical and abstract, 
interested more in ideas than in social interaction 
  
ESTJ-Practical, realistic, matter-of-fact. Decisive, 
quickly move to implement decisions. Organize pro-
jects and people to get things done, focus on getting 
results in the most efficient way possible.” 

https://www.ted.com/talks/simon_sinek_why_good_leaders_make_you_feel_safe
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VNGFep6rncY


One of the key drivers for HR in this era is gaining 
the best performance from people.  HR is increasing-
ly concerned with creating a positive work culture in 
which people can thrive.  Our younger generations 
expect this and appreciate a working environment 
that is enjoyable and fun.  To fulfil the important and 
ever-changing role of HR requires a different way of 
working that frees up time from the more routine 
personnel issues to provide resource to create posi-
tive and productive organisational culture.  Here’s 
where artificial intelligence (AI) can come into play 
and is already being used to great effect: 
 
Personnel 
One example is the creation of dedicated chatbots to 
address a range of personnel issues that currently 
take up HR time.  A chatbot (bot is short for robot) is 
an automated software application that is capable of 
electronic conversations.  Chatbots are a form of AI 
that can talk to people usually via text. Employees 
can opt to talk to a dedicated chatbot and ask a range 
of personnel type questions that they would normal-
ly go to the HR department for answers.  So for ex-
ample, if they ask about “what are my holiday entitle-
ments?” and “how many days holiday do I have left?” 
the chatbot can answer their queries directly. There 
is a limit to how much they can answer, dependent 
on how they are set up in the first place.  Over time 
chatbots use their AI to pick up on common ques-
tions and identify trends. For example, it might notify 
the HR team that several people have asked about 
late pay, highlighting that there may be an issue even 
before it is raised with the team. 

Recruitment and Retention 
Besides the use of AI in tandem with chatbots to an-
swer a range of questions, AI can also be useful in 

recruitment. There is one software application being 
developed which is aimed at finding candidates 
based on just a job description. After giving the AI 
the job description it will search the internet for 
promising candidates and crunch data to suggest 
who it thinks would be best for the job. This concept 
reaches beyond the normal limits of attracting poten-
tial applicants and has the scope to increased signifi-
cantly the response rates to vacancies. 

 
Once candidates have applied another AI application 
goes one step further.  It takes the job description 
and learns from Wikipedia what characteristics and 
skills are needed. It then crunches the data from the 
applicants’ CVs and pulls out those applicants who it 
thinks would be best suited to the job. Shortlisting 
applicants can be very time consuming; this applica-
tion takes the ‘legwork’ out of the process and cre-
ates quality time to scrutinize the selected shortlist. 
 

“Once you have employed good 
quality candidates, it is important to 

retain them” 
 

There is AI software that will alert you if it believes 
the employee is thinking of leaving the company. 
Some AI even specialize in this. They will look at 
many factors about the employee and determine the 
risk that they will leave the business. This is based on 
several factors such as current position and remu-
neration. It then analyses data and compares it to 
how other employees have reacted in similar situa-
tions. This information means that if there is an em-
ployee at high risk of handing in their notice, HR can 
step in and have the strategies in place to prevent  a 
good employee leaving. 

 
Productivity 
AI’s have been developed to tracks the activity on 
employees’ computers. The AI tracks browsing hab-
its, e-mails and even keystrokes. Analysis of this in-
formation and can determine what the employees’ 
productivity is like.  HR and line managers can use 
this information to address an issue early and before 
the situation deteriorates.  Likewise, if a manager 
notices a change in productivity in one of their team, 
they can check the data to give them clues as to the 
reasons behind this change. 

Artificial Intelligence and how 
it is touching HR 



Employee Motivation and Engagement 
AI software to monitor the mood of employees is also 
being developed. By monitoring e-mails and other 
messages AI can determine whether the tone is posi-
tive or negative.  Managers can be alerted to any 
changes and can find out the potential reasons why.  
Overall mood for the whole organization can be mon-
itored to check levels of motivation and engagement. 
 
These applications require high levels of intrusion 
such as monitoring e-mails, computer usage and loca-
tion trackers which can rightly raise concerns about 
privacy. For AI to be beneficial to an organization it 
needs to be used with care and sensitivity.  Employ-
ees need to agree to this kind of monitoring and have 
the right levels of reassurance which is more likely if 
there is transparency about how AI is being used. 
When this happens AI can be an important part of 
creating a positive work culture to which people can 
connect,  and create the right environment to give 
people the reassurance they need to be productive, 
happy and content.  
 

I was recently in contact with a client I coached some 
10 years ago.  At the time, this senior manager was in 
a global role and was line managed by one of the Vice 
Presidents of this multi-national organisation, who 
was renowned across the business for being a ‘tough 
cookie’ to work for.  So, much of my coaching was 
about developing my clients skills in upwards leader-
ship, to manage expectations and to influence suc-
cessfully.   All went well.  After six coaching sessions, 
my client was much more confident and had devel-
oped the strategies to handle the day to day rough 
and tumble of big business.   
 

In our recent communication, my client talked to me 
about his learning from the coaching sessions and 
how he could continue to use this learning in his cur-
rent role, some 10 years on.  He played back to me 
two stories I had shared with him across the duration 
of the coaching. Both were metaphors.  The first was 
the story about the two white water raft instructors 
who took groups of people in inflatable boats down a 
rapid infested river and how each boat came out the 
other end of the stretch of river with different learn-
ing and energy levels.   
 

The first instructor was all about getting down the 
river in the fastest time and created high energy in 
his team of inexperienced rafters.  Every rapid was a 
challenge and each member of the boat waited in an-
ticipation for the next rapid.  The second instructor 
took a different approach, preparing his team for 
each rapid with plenty of information and advice, but 

between rapids, when the river was calmer, inviting 
them to look around and take in the scenery; the 
plant and animal life.  Well, I am sure you can hear 
where I am going with this one and what learning my 
client translated from his relationship with his boss? 
He connected with the second raft instructor and 
learnt to use reflection time to good effect and pre-
pared himself for what came next. He learnt how to 
manage his energy levels, so he was well prepared for 
any eventuality.  

 

The second story was about a good friend of mine 
who had experienced several challenges in her life, 
and not known for her swearing, had developed an 
anacronym for when the going got tough.  She called 
them AFLO’s – Another F*****G Learning Opportuni-
ty.  AFLO’s for her were a way of reframing what was 
often a difficult situation into a real opportunity for 
learning, all without making the expletive.  Again, my 
client loved this story and has continued to use it as a 
way of catching himself in the moment to quickly re-
frame his thinking and take learning from adverse 
situations or periods of time. 
 

The key for me is that 10 years on, my client is still 
connecting his learning from the coaching we did to-
gether and relating this learning to his current situa-
tion.  In my mind, that is self-leadership.  He is self-
coaching and self-managing without the need for ad-
ditional support and continuing to learn as he goes.  
What more could a coach or mentor ask for?   
 

My slight dilemma with this is that my original train-

ing as a coach actively encouraged you to keep it 
clean, to listen and to ask questions to raise aware-
ness and for the individual to take responsibility.  As 
my practice has evolved over the past 17 years, I have 
had the confidence to spice it up a bit by using a varie-

ty of stories, not too many, making sure there is al-
ways the possibility that the metaphor will connect 
and strengthen the learning.  

This recent experience also highlights for 

me the power of storytelling to engage the hearts and 
minds of people.  Whether we are coaching and men-
toring someone, or leading in our organisations, sto-
rytelling   is a powerful leadership skill. 

Spicing It Up! 

By Nathan Morgan  

By Karen Frost  
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Final Thoughts 

 

 

“You can discover more about a person in an hour of play than in a year of 
conversation” - Plato 

 
“Do the best you can until you know better. Then when you know better, do better” 

Maya Angelou  
 
“There is only one way to avoid criticism: do nothing, say nothing and be nothing”  

Aristotle  

 

 Ego Free Leadership –  
Ending the Unconscious Habits that Hijack 

Your Business. 
 

By Brandon Black & Shayne Hughes.  
Published by Greenleaf Book Group Press, 2017. 

 
Ego Free Leadership has been written by the CEO of 
Encore Capital, Brandon Black and his Coach, Shayne 
Hughes.  This is a story about how Brandon and his 
team made sure Encore Capital thrived between 2009 
and 2013 during a recession that hit financial sectors 
all over the globe, even greater than the recession of 
the 1930’s.  During a period when many of their com-
petitors were going out of business, Encore Capital 
revenues and profits increased 300 per cent, operating 
costs declined 30 per cent, and the stock price rose 
1200 per cent. So how did they do it? 
 
‘Our competitive advantage came from recognising and 
stopping the specific ways in which we 
were working against each other’. 
 
By working together they were able to get 
rid of the unproductive leadership behav-
iours to create an environment where eve-
ryone thrived.  Their company culture was 
well prepared, so much so that by the time 
the recession really hit in 2008/09, Encore 
Capital was ready to take advantage of the 
environment they found themselves in. 
 
Black and Hughes define ego as ‘a constant 
preoccupation with our self-worth’. They 

argue that if you want the politics and turf wars in your 
organisation to stop, it starts with you.  When leaders 
let go of their ego, they unlock the potential not only in 
themselves but also in the people that follow them.   
 
This book is about the story and the way Black and 
Hughes were able to change the mindset of the people 
at Encore Capital. Some of the antidotes were not easy 
sells and took time to understand before implementing 
behavioural change.  So, the book contains chapters 
such as: ‘That voice in your head does more damage 
than you realize’ and ‘Workplace politics are your fault 
too’. 
 
This is well worth a read if you are struggling with silo 
mentality in your organisation and need to find a new 
way of thinking how to deal with it. Or, if you have 
leaders who always believe they are right and every-
one else is wrong then there may well be something for 
you in this recently written book.   

 
Download a free chapter if you want a tast-
er before you buy: 
http://learnaslead.com/ego-free-leadership/  

 
At VBL we always say that leadership is an 

art, not a science and I think this book 

adds to that whole concept.  The authors 

state that ‘working on your ego is the high-

est act of leadership’.  In my opinion, this is 

good advice. Happy reading. 

Book Review: 

http://www.youtube.com/user/ValuesBasedLeadrship?ob=video-mustangbase

