Leadership Development

Note: This open letter to an incoming board president was featured in a 1989 edition of Main Street News.  It is one of the best written examples of passing along tools for leadership that we've seen.  The lessons in it are worthwhile for every leader and potential leader to read about.

Dear Jeanette,

It is only a few weeks before you become the fourth president of our Main Street program. As you prepare for this role, it seems an appropriate time for me to share my thoughts on leadership of a Main Street organization.

Leadership is one of today's hot topics. Literature on the subject is in abundant supply, as are programs to develop leaders for economic development. All of the leadership programs and available literature, however, do not diminish my need to write. Rather, they encourage me to recommend that you evaluate carefully all the information you receive. Scrutinize the value of such shallow ideas as wearing red to gain power. Superficial information can help a novice leader gain attention, but cannot substitute for true leadership development.

How you lead is determined in part by Main Street's structure as a nonprofit organization and its broad mission. The four-point Main Street approach has served as a positive framework for our success.

The four-point approach builds a solid framework in which a leader can work. Organization is a given part of the Main Street approach, and the board of directors provides a support structure for the board president. The duties of the board can be adjusted to complement the style and talents of the current leadership. The board can also expand its role and take on leadership tasks when that is the best way to achieve the long-term goals of the program.

Main Street encourages the membership to be inclusive rather than exclusive. We hear a lot of talk about the need for partnerships in economic development. Our board has always been a strong blend. This has been a source of tension at times, but it is also one of the hallmarks of one success.

The public-private partnership can be a powerful positive force. In learning to work together however, members of both sides can be blinded by their own perspectives; they fail to see or trust the genuine commitment of the other side. Individuals not directly linked with the downtown often have a strong emotional stake in its revitalization. That emotional stake is just as valid as a financial investment in the downtown.

As a leader, you have the opportunity to protect and enhance our strong and diverse base of support. You can keep us mindful of what a rich asset this partnership is to our efforts. The power of an organization is the commitment of a diverse group of people.

The "never give up on anyone" philosophy has frequently saved us from ruining our chances to gain a friend for Main Street. We were warned not to speak badly of those who refused to join in on a promotion or fix up their facades nor against those who opposed our efforts. By biting our lips and focusing on the positive, we have over time gained human and financial resources, as well as downtown improvements.

The underlying message in Main Street's mission is "be the best of what you are." It's easier to gain consensus on this message than to choose from an array of phony approaches. This guideline holds true regardless of the problem: public improvements, downtown promotion, or fund-raising ideas.  The Main Street approach encourages us to do a reality check.  Is this a quality choice that fits our downtown?

From time to time, I encourage you to step outside your busy day-to-day role and take time to assess the program. What can you discover about the mission, the structure, the resources, and the people who are helping you? Recognizing the value of what we have is the first step in protecting it.

Certain roles and characteristics of a good leader exist regardless of the quality and support of the organization. Skills that are particularly important include an ability to work with people and a willingness to make difficult choices.

Give yourself permission to be a leader. Some people don't think they are worthy to lead. Worth has nothing to do with it.

We can all think of others whom we believe to be more capable, but for whatever reason, they are not serving. You are. Leaders who make self-denigrating statements and are reluctant to make decisions not only let themselves down, they hinder the program and the goals it seeks to achieve. Fake it until you make it!  The only thing many of us need is practice.

Take the time to be a leader. Families and friends are sure to notice the frequent absence of a good leader. Doing a good job requires a lot of time. It means attending many meetings, both as part of the program and as its formal representative to other groups. Just as important and time­ consuming are the many informal activities. Spreading the Main Street message to a skeptical store owner or listening to a city council member's concerns about a suggested public improvement project takes time. But this time is well spent and goes far toward building a team effort.  (Listening and sharing do not mean making deals or promises.)

Be positive and optimistic. You can create the mood.  One way is to start a meeting with positive remarks. People tend to gloss over or forget the good things that are happening, and eventually this shared perception becomes the reality. Of course, optimism needs to be tempered with the realism that life is full or hard work and occasional disappointments.

Recognize and accept that the leader serves as a symbol. People are shocked and angered when they realize that their personal opinions are being interpreted as the board's opinion.
Disclaimers often don't work. I had the misfortune of having a personal statement inte1preted as the board's position, although the board had not discussed the topic at hand.  It's best to see this as the price you pay rather than risk potential conflict with the board, the media or others.

Be a worker! Those who pick up the broom on cleanup day win a lot of respect and support. I personally cannot ask someone to do something that I wouldn't do myself. Work attracts more work-like ants at a picnic-in any organization, so it is important to stay active.  But    maintaining a balance is crucial as well. We all know people who have hurt themselves and their group by t1ying to do it all.  It may be difficult to balance the amount and kind of work you do, but it is essential that you complete any task you agree to do and that you do so in a timely manner.

To be successful leader, you must be able to work with people.  Here are some tips for success.

Understand and accept people as they are. As Ann Landers has been stressing for years, don't marry the person if you plan to try and change him or her. Your energies can be consumed by trying to alter another key person's approach or outlook.

Try to identify the type of work various individuals are interested in doing. I'm not advocating that people be pigeonholed into activities, just that you help them be themselves and do what they do best.

Show people they are in on the vision. Sharing a vision is a difficult task. People need to know that they are among the shapers and contributors to the revitalization program. People whose support you need should be brought in on the ground floor. They need to be owners not only of the solutions but of the problems as well.

Eve1yone has a unique way of seeing things.  Some people can talk about a new streetscape, while others envision only a blank space. Keep talking!  Power comes from clarity of mission. The more people that can envision the downtown of the future, the more power there is to make it happen.

Empower others. I used to be concerned about my own control and credibility, as though they were precious commodities that could be lost if shared them. People remember those who have helped them reach a shared goal. You have much more to gain by sharing the credit than by claiming it.

Sharing means identifying capable people and promoting them formally in public speeches as well as informally. It means putting capable people in touch with others and providing them with information, resources, and training. It also means encouraging them to make decisions independently of your counsel if they are to be the successful leaders of tomorrow.  In many small communities, it is not enough to develop new leaders to replace the old; you need to multiply the leadership in order to secure a promising future.

Be a two-way, open, honest communicator. Above all, always tell the truth, even to the least involved and most uninformed volunteer. That doesn't mean explaining all. It means telling the truth, when needed and requested.

Show people you're open to constructive criticism. People need to express their feelings to move on. If people believe you are not open to listening, they are apt to work around you, against you, or not at all.

The importance of listening carefully is often undervalued. Listen for the whole truth, including the hidden agenda and/or the benefit statement (The benefit statement sounds like "What's in it for me?"). Sometimes, it is helpful to repeat back what a person has just said. You not only clarify your understanding; you let people know that you are listening.

Leaders need to state the basic values of Main Street and continually stress them. People are part of so many things that they often forget Main Street's mission. Say it seven times! Say it in newspapers, in newsletters, in meetings, in any way possible to reach people.

You need to become comfortable with leadership in relation to your own feelings and your relationship with others. What remains is learning to cope with the tough times. Conflict and risk-taking are inevitable.

Be a decisive, yet flexible, negotiator. Being able to project yourself as a decisive person can make you seem formidable to a foe. It also gains support. There is sure to come a time when some committee members will want to do something the leader has doubts about. Judge the risk. What is to be gained?  What can be lost?  Does it go against Main Street's   principles?
Then, if it seems reasonable, let the committee members try their idea.

Don't compromise basic principles. Thomas Jefferson said, "in matters of style, swim with the current; in matters of principle, stand like a rock."

Focus on the problem. Passing judgement blocks thinking. Focusing on blame causes people to dig in, form sides and quit searching for ways to solve the problem. Fisher and Ury's national best-seller, Getting to Yes: Negotiating Agreement Without Giving In, is an excellent how-to book for dealing with conflict. It is a short, easy-to read book that lays out a step-by-step strategy for arriving at mutually acceptable agreements.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Investigate when "things are going too well to be true." Lack of conflict is more dangerous to a group than open conflict. Sometimes, the unspoken conflict is the result of the undue influence of one individual.

At other times, unspoken conflict stems from a fear that cooperation will be lost forever if differences of opinion are voiced. Conflict is part of an effective group process for arriving at good decisions.  Conflict is also necessary to maintain a working team effort.

Many people look at leadership as the ability to motivate and manage people. It is that and much more. Change constantly affects the revitalization eff01t. We can take charge of our own destiny. Leadership is complex. Nobody's perfect. Some of what I've shared is the result of leadership programs I've attended; other insights are drawn from our Main Street program's successes and failures.

For people who are deeply involved in a project, leadership can be a fulfillment and a burden. The hope for a brighter future can be oh, so tiring. Burnout, then dropping out, can be eventual outcomes.  Take, for example, the geese that fly overhead in a V-shape: One bird flies at the point, leading the way for the rest. Eventually, that bird veers off and flies to the back, while another takes the lead. So, too, must we. Downtown revitalization is not a short flight, but a long journey.  With pacing, integrity and determination, you can soar to success.

Sincerely, Max
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