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The value of sounding board
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In times of Change, people feel much more secure with strong and clear leadership, but they need considered action and decisions from their leaders. The trouble is, with the pace of business today, the pressure has never been higher and consequently there is always a temptation to act just for the sakes of moving things off the pending pile and appearing decisivie. Change specialist Richard Derwent Cooke suggests that sometimes, the best way forward is infact to stand still for a moment a lend some quality time to a spot of good old fashioned conversation.

I suspect that many of today’s leaders, like me, were brought up watching westerns on TV, listening to John Wayne mouthing phrases like “A man’s got to do, what a man’s go to do..” and watching him ride off into the sunset.  This, in a way, typified a generation’s thinking of what strength and leadership was all about.  Whilst many recognise this is an outmoded idea in the 21st century, it is sometimes hard to shake off some of the legacies of this thinking.  

However, leaders are usually dealing with complex, multi-faceted problems which require more consideration. Busy leaders often are battling with are over-stuffed diaries and this means that they have little quality time to reflect and consider.

I often find leaders gain huge value from working with an external ‘sounding board’.  They may call this person a coach, a mentor, or even a friend or colleague, but the role is clear.  It is someone they respect, who they can confide in and who can challenge their thinking process.  Booking time with someone you can talk to about your agenda, in complete confidence, has a number of benefits:-

· It makes space for you to think things through

· The very act of explaining your ideas & issues to someone clarifies your own thinking

· Having your thinking challenged in a safe environment gives you the chance to develop your ideas further, and if necessary, change direction completely with no loss of face, and with no adverse consequences

· An outsider can ask those apparently daft, but highly challenging questions such as “Why would you want to do that?”  “What would happen if you didn’t do that?”   etc.

· They should sit outside the organisation’s politics and therefore not need to play power games

· They are able to bring in new ideas from outside the organisation

· They can also see when the leader is part of the problem and highlight when (s)he needs to consider their own contribution to the situation.

Leaders will typically leave these sessions much more focused and clear about what they need to do; more focused on what is really important for them to do and where they can afford (or need to) delegate.  They usually find that the amount of work they get through in these sessions exceeds their expectations. 

Time spent in reflection and exploration with a trusted ‘sounding board’ is a good way of reducing stress both for the leader and their organisation.  Decisions that have been thought through inspire more confidence, and this raises the leader’s ‘stock’ with his people and their willingness to follow his lead.  In the end this saves a great deal of time both in needless discussion and rework, because (s)he is passing out clear, simple messages.

There is a natural ‘sieving & sorting’ process, not unlike doing a jigsaw puzzle, where you gather together all of bits that are similar and create a clearer, more complete picture.  This process helps sequence your messages in a way that makes your overall story much more coherent and easily accepted.

As a human being, it is natural for a leader to have doubts, and it is a part of the job to explore them as honestly as possible.  This is a naturally uncomfortable process and it helps to have someone support you through it to make sure it is done both with integrity and completeness.  The other side of this confidence is that some people are over-confident and need to almost delegate this doubting role to a trusted third party.  This was why, in days of old, kings had Fools or Jesters(( who had license to say exactly what they thought, as truthfulness tends to shrivel as gets closer to power.

When, in the words of Harry Truman, “The buck stops here!”  it is both helpful and responsible to pause to consider whether you are planning not only to do things right, but more importantly , to do the right things!   It is all too easy for leaders to get sucked into operational details and it is their job to ensure that the issues that are strategic have been properly identified and planned for.  If a leader isn’t strategic in the use of their own time, then the chances are they are not being sufficiently strategic in other areas!

The chairman of a very large business I work with said to me the other day that he could only discuss a particular issue with two other people in his team, and he already knew what they would both say, and he needed a fresh perspective on this issue.  This is by no means untypical, and it is a wise man who knows when it is a good idea to seek help.

Another function that can be valuably performed in this safe space is venting.  Once words are spoken they can not be unspoken and in every team there are frustrations, doubts and fears.  These can all get in the way of the smooth running of the business.  Deciding which issues are ones you need to take up with someone directly and which ones are just the result of, perhaps, you having a bad day can make you a much better person to work with.

This process is not about someone else coming in and telling you how to run your business, something that you are uniquely qualified to do, rather, in the words of Ken Keyes, they help you to “get at the wisdom you already have.”  When this is supplemented with a little outside input it becomes a very potent dish.

Richard Derwent Cooke is a Facilitator, Coach & Change Agent and the founder of I-Change. Having worked in the fields of personal and business change for over 25 years, Richard specialises in working with leaders to clarify, develop and implement their plans, and bring a strong, practical, supportive approach to implementing Change. Read more from Richard at www.i-change.biz/blog or email info@i-change.biz
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Richard Derwent Cooke
Business Specialist: Implementing Change

Richard Derwent Cooke: qualified as a Chartered Accountant with Binder Hamlyn (now BDO). After 5 years in the profession he moved into industry for a further 20+years working for a number of public companies such as Matthews Hldgs, Blue Circle and SmithKline Beecham holding positions from financial controller to FD.

He moved into Change Management when Beecham merged with SmithKline, (then the biggest and one of the most successful corporate merger ever.) He was part of the core team responsible for designing & deploying the new corporate culture for 55,000 people. He went on to train & facilitate both the culture change and many change projects across the organisation, including re-engineering the pharmaceutical supply chain.

11 years ago he set up I-Change, working with leaders to clarify, develop and implement their plans and bringing a strong, practical, supportive approach to implementing Change. He works with leaders (and their teams) to focus them on the things that make a real difference.

Based on over 15 years experience, he believes that successful change needs facilitating, not managing, and that Change happens when people do something different, so he challenges & helps them to work in different ways.

Richard is an expert speaker on Change for Vistage (The Executives Club), and writes regular articles on Leadership, Change and Culture. 

He can provide expert comment on change consulting/management, facilitation, teams and leadership, coaching & mentoring and strategy.

For further information or to organise editorial contributions from Richard, please contact:

Jenna Gould

Tel: 01603 283503/07958 263708

Email: jenna@mediajems.co.uk
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