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Leadership Connections – Part 1
By Barbara Osterman   for Business Strategies Magazine

Leaders today face many challenges.  The source of so many of these challenges is disconnection, from:

· the people around us
· the mission of our businesses 
· the heritage of our companies

-     the natural world 

· our spiritual source
· and most importantly, disconnection from ourselves and our innate values.
Over time, we have succumbed to the notion of independence, fundamentally perceiving ourselves to be neither impacting nor impacted by others. Donne said “No man is an island”, yet we operate as though we are, making decisions based on what is good for us, not on the total impact on others (including other people, the environment, other countries, etc.). We have become short-sighted and insular.  From this flows the illusion that we are entitled to anything we can take.  
Disconnected leaders are cut off from their source of values-based decisions, which serve the highest good of all, not just self.  That source is their values, ethics and internal guidance system, all of which would support connection.  So much in our culture encourages disconnection. As leaders, we’ve been expected to:

· Focus on results. At all costs.  When the sole focus is on the unrelenting production of short term, ever-increasing results, the tendency is to hunker down, limit our peripheral vision, ignore our internal voice and the voices of questioners among us, all in the interest of ‘making it happen’.  
· Perform. Under all circumstances. To the exclusion of all else.  While ‘life balance’ is much discussed, in the face of this pressure to perform and of leaders who reinforce it with, “If you can’t get it done, we’ll find someone who can”, we just cannot see the possibility for balance in our lives.  
· Conform to the traditional definition of success.  We tend to look externally for success – the money, office, perks, power and ‘stuff’.  When we don’t find fulfillment (which comes from internal satisfaction), we assume we must not have enough ‘stuff’ and chase more.

· Produce, produce, produce.  In other words, do, do ,do.  When we are busy (and busy-ness has become epidemic in busi-ness), there is no time to reflect, thoughtfully assess and generally connect, even to ourselves.

· Keep a 24/7 pace.  Leaders are expected to devote more and more of their 24 hours per day to their work. Often, sleep (minimally) is the only other component they spend time on.

Under the weight of these expectations, disconnection occurs.  Connection (with ourselves, others, nature, etc.) takes time, and on this treadmill, with accelerating pace and increasing incline, the perception is that time is a scarce and precious commodity – not enough is available to do it all.  Choice is not seen as a possibility – everything occurs 
as a ‘must-do’ with no choice available. Hence, disconnection. This creates the opening for leaders to behave in self-serving ways. Disconnection fosters wayward beliefs, (e.g., I am above all this. This law does not apply to me. I am entitled to this. Wealth is the only thing that matters.) and dysfunctional behavior. 

The impact of the disconnected leader is becoming very apparent in the world today. It is news-making. We call it a crisis of ethics. How did they go so far astray - from their values, from the people around them, from themselves?  Disconnection.  Living increasingly in a world created with illusions. A world without the reality checks provided by connecting to diverse others and to their own innate values. And disconnection from the concept of stewardship. Stewardship asks us to serve our organizations and be accountable to them, to honor what has been given to us, to use the power with a sense of grace and to pursue purposes that transcend self-interest.

When leaders disconnect from the people they serve, the shift from stewardship to self-interest is easier.  Nameless, faceless people are easier to ignore. Especially when leaders shelter themselves behind heavy wood doors, on elite floors dedicated to maintaining exclusivity and separateness.
John, a senior leader in a large organization, would say he is committed to the organization and its employees. He works hard and focuses on getting results.  At any cost. Getting results is all that is important, and he is a master.  It may require extraordinary effort, people working long hours, even fudging a few numbers.  Lately, it’s gotten even more intense.  John has been behind closed doors, mapping his path. Downsizing. Finding accounting interpretations that support over reporting revenues.  Taking liberties with pension plan assets to improve the financial results.

Trust is being broken in big ways, ethical lines are being crossed. John is surprised to hear, indirectly, that employees are upset.  Can’t they see he is frantically working to keep the boat afloat?  They should be grateful.

 John has lost touch with the people he leads, the issues facing them, his sense of responsibility to these people, and his own values. The organization John leads could be business, government, church, not-for-profit.  Disconnection exists everywhere.  
If disconnection is the source of business ills, how do leaders connect?  We’ll address the question in our next issue.
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