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Leadership Excellence and Development 

There are behaviors that hold most people back from future success. They are rarely flaws of skill, intelligence, or lack of knowledge of their professional field.   They are challenges in interpersonal behavior, often leadership behavior. They are transactional flaws performed by one person against others.

1. Winning too much: 

The need to win at all costs and in all situations—when it matters, when it doesn’t, and when it’s totally beside the point. There’s a fine line between being competitive and overly competitive, between winning when it counts and winning at all costs or when no one’s counting – and successful leaders cross that line with alarming frequency. This behavioral flaw probably comes from the fact that successful people have experience winning and they know how to feel and behave when they win. Not winning is alien, uncomfortable, and in the end, unacceptable. 

2. Adding too much value:

The desire to add our two cents to every discussion. It is extremely difficult for successful people to listen to other people tell them something that they already know without communicating somehow that (a) “I already knew that” and (b) “I know more about it or a better way.” That’s the problem with adding too much value; you may improve the content of an idea by 5 percent, but you’ve reduced commitment to executing it by 50 percent, because you take away the other person’s ownership of the idea. The higher up you go in the organization, the more you need to make other people winners and not make it about winning yourself.

3. Passing judgment: 

The need to rate others and impose our standards on them. It’s not appropriate to pass judgment when we specifically ask people to voice their opinions to or about us. Grading people’s answers, rather than just accepting them without comment, makes people hesitant and defensive. The only sure thing that comes out of passing judgment on people’s efforts to help is that they won’t help us again.

4. Making destructive comments: 

The needless sarcasms and cutting remarks that we think make us sound witty. Destructive comments are the cutting sarcastic remarks we spew out daily, with or without intention, that serve no other purpose than to put people down, hurt them, or assert ourselves as their superiors. They are different from comments that add too much value – because they add nothing but pain. Apply a simple test before making a comment. Ask yourself:

· Will this comment help our stakeholders?

· Will this comment help the organization?

· Will this comment help the person I’m talking to?

· Will this comment help the person I’m talking about?

If the answer to all four of these questions is “no,” don’t make the comment.

5. Starting with “No,” “But,” or “However”: 

The overuse of these negative qualifiers that secretly say to everyone, “I’m right. You’re wrong.” When you start a sentence with any of these words, no matter how friendly your tone or how many mollifying phrases you throw in to acknowledge the other person’s feelings, the message to the other person is “You are wrong” or “I know better.”
6. Telling the world how smart we are: 

The need to show people we’re smarter than they think we are. This is another variation of our need to win. We need to let people know that we are at least their intellectual equal if not their superior. We need to be the smartest person in the room. It usually backfires, making us look arrogant.

7. Speaking when angry: 

Using emotional volatility as a management tool. Emotional volatility is not the most reliable leadership tool. When you get angry, you are usually out of control, and it’s hard to lead people when you’ve lost control. It’s hard to predict how people will react to anger. They will shut down as often as they will perk up. The worst thing about anger is how it stifles our ability to change. Once you get a reputation for emotional volatility, you are branded; this reputation can override all of your knowledge and expertise.

8. Negativity, or “Let me explain why that won’t work”: 

The need to share our negative thoughts, even when we aren’t asked. We do this when we want to establish that our expertise or authority is superior to some else’s. It’s a way of inserting ourselves into a situation as chief arbiter or senior critic. If negativity is your flaw…monitor your statements when someone offers you a helpful suggestion. Paying attention to what we say is a great indicator of what we are doing to turn people off. If you catch yourself frequently saying, “Let me tell you why that won’t work,” you know what needs fixing.

9. Withholding information: 

The refusal to share information to gain or maintain an advantage over others. Intentionally withholding information is the opposite of adding value. We are deleting value. Yet it has the same purpose: To gain power. Sometimes withholding information is unintentional:

· When we’re too busy to get back to someone with valuable information,

· When we forget to include someone in our discussions or meetings, or

· When we delegate a task to a subordinate but don’t take the time to be clear about our expectations.

10. Failing to give proper recognition: 

The inability to praise and reward. In withholding your recognition of another person’s contribution to a team’s success, you are not only sowing injustice and treating people unfairly but you are depriving people of the emotional payoff that comes with success. Instead they feel forgotten, ignored, pushed to the side. Of all the interpersonal slights we make in our professional or private lives, not providing recognition may be the one that endures most deeply in the minds of the slighted.

11. Claiming credit that we don’t deserve: 

The most annoying way to overestimate our contribution to any success. Claiming credit that belongs to others is adding insult to the injury that comes with overlooked recognition. We’re not only depriving people of the credit they deserve, we are hogging it for ourselves. It’s two crimes in one! Claiming undeserved credit is another manifestation of the need to win. Given the choice between grasping credit for ourselves or leaving it for someone else to claim, we claim more credit than we deserve.

12. Making excuses: 

The need to reposition our annoying behavior…so people excuse us for it. There is simply no excuse for making excuses. When you hear yourself saying, “I’m sorry I didn’t finish this report, but my schedule has been awful,” stop talking at the word “sorry.” 

13. Clinging to the past: 
The need to deflect blame away from ourselves and onto events and people from our past, a subset of blaming everyone else. When we make excuses that involve the past, we are blaming someone or something beyond our control as the reason for our failure. Stop blaming others for the choices you have made – and that goes with double emphasis for the choices that turned out well.

14. Playing favorites: 

Failing to see that we are treating someone unfairly. It’s amazing how leaders send out subtle signals that encourage subordinates to mute their criticisms and exaggerate their praise of the powers that be. And it is surprising how they cannot see it in themselves. If we aren’t careful, we can wind up treating people at work like pet dogs: Rewarding those who heap unthinking, unconditional admiration upon us. What behavior do we get in return? A virulent case of the suck-ups. You’re encouraging behavior that serves you, but not necessarily the best interests of the organization. Worse, this tilts the field against the honest, principled employees who won’t play along. You’re not only playing favorites, but you’re favoring the wrong people!

15. Refusing to express regret: 
The inability to take responsibility for our actions, admit we’re wrong, or recognize how our actions affect others. Expressing regret, or apologizing, is a cleansing ritual. Perhaps we think apologizing means we have lost a contest (remember the irrational need successful people have to win at everything). Perhaps we find it painful to admit we’re wrong. Perhaps we find it humiliating to seek forgiveness (which suggests subservience). Perhaps we feel that apologizing forces us to cede power or control (when actually the opposite is true). People who won’t apologize at work might as well be wearing a t-shirt that says, “I don’t care about you.” Apologizing is one of the most powerful and resonant gestures in the human arsenal; the best thing is that it helps people let go of the past.

16. Not listening: 

The most passive-aggressive form of disrespect. People will tolerate all sorts of rudeness, but the inability to pay attention holds a special in their hearts. When you fail at listening, you’re sending out an armada of negative messages. You’re saying:

· I don’t care about you.

· I don’t understand you.

· You’re wrong.

· You’re wasting my time.

· All of the above.

It’s a wonder people ever talk to you again. People really see that you’re not listening when you demonstrate extreme impatience. You may as well be shouting, “Next!” at them.

17. Failing to express gratitude: 

The most basic form of bad manners. Like apologizing, thanking is a magical gesture of interpersonal relations. Expressing sincere gratitude is something we can never do too often. Gratitude is not a limited resource, nor is it costly. Of all the behavioral challenges, this one should be the easiest to conquer. Pick something you are grateful for. Find the person responsible, and say, “Thank you.”

18. Punishing the messenger: 

The misguided need to attack the innocents who are only trying to help us. Punishing the messenger is like taking the worst elements of not giving recognition and taking credit and passing the buck and making destructive comment and not thanking – and then adding anger to the mix. If your goal is to stop people from giving you input – of all kinds – perfect your reputation for shooting the messenger. This trait manifests itself in big and little ways. It’s not merely the unjust retaliatory action we take against a whistle-blower or the angry tirade we heap upon an employee who tells us something we don’t enjoy hearing. It’s also the small responses we make throughout the day whenever we are inconvenienced or disappointed; it’s the momentary snort of disgust you exhale when your assistant tells you the boss is too busy to see you. The next time someone brings you news you don’t welcome, stop whatever you’re thinking of saying – unless it’s “Thank you.”

19. Passing the buck: 

The need to blame everyone but ourselves. This is the behavioral flaw by which we judge our leaders – as important a negative attribute as positive qualities such as brainpower, courage, and resourcefulness. A leader who cannot shoulder the blame is not someone we will follow blindly into battle. We instinctively question that individual’s character, dependability, and loyalty to us. And so we hold back on our loyalty to him or her. Passing the buck is one of those obviously unattractive personal habits; when we pass the buck, everyone notices, and no one is impressed.

20. An excessive need to be “me”: 

Exalting our faults as virtues simply because they’re who we are. Each of us has a group of behaviors that we define as “me” – chronic behaviors, both positive and negative – that we think of as our inalterable essence. Over time it would be easy to begin to make a virtue of our flaws – simply because the flaws constitute what we think of as ourselves. This misguided loyalty to our true natures – this excessive need to be me – is one of the toughest obstacles to making positive long-term change in our behavior. Keep this mind when you find yourself resisting change because you’re clinging to a false – or pointless – notion of “me.” It’s not about you. It’s about what other people think of you.

21. The Twenty-First Habit: Goal Obsession: 

Often the root cause of other negative behaviors. Goal obsession is the force at play when we get so wrapped up in achieving our goal that we do it at the expense of a larger mission. In our dogged pursuit of our goals we forget our manners. Goal obsession is not a flaw in itself; it is a creator of flaws. It’s the force that distorts our otherwise exemplary talents and good intentions, turning them into something we no longer admire. The solution is simple but not easy. You have to step back, take a breath, and look. Ask yourself, “What am I doing?” or “Why am I doing this?” At the end of the day you don’t want to find yourself at a dead end, asking, “What have I done?”

The good news…

These faults are simple to correct. The fix is in the skill set of every person. For example, the cure for not thanking enough is remembering to say, “Thank you.” The cure for not apologizing is learning to say, “I’m sorry. I’ll do better in the future.” For not listening, it’s keeping your mouth shut and ears open. And so on. Although this stuff is simple, it’s not easy. We already know what to do—we just lose sight of the many daily opportunities to employ them. Check yourself against the list; perhaps ask those who report to you for their thoughts on whether you exhibit any of these behaviors. It’s likely that you’re guilty of a few of these annoying habits. Some are more serious issues than others. Whittle the list down to the one or two vital issues, and you’ll know where to start. 
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