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“If only I knew then what I know now” is what ran through my head as I read this book.   The Situational Leadership II model was discussed and taught during the first week of our Emerging Leader Program.  I found it the most helpful.  This book explained the concept in more detail and with examples I could relate to.  

There are three skills needed to be a situational leader: flexibility, diagnosis, and partnering.  A situational leader must be able to move easily between leadership styles to match the development level the person he/she is working with and switch leadership styles as the person’s development level changes. A situational leader must be able to successfully diagnosis a development level based on the competency and commitment level in order to match the correct leadership style.  Matching a development level with the wrong leadership style could have a negative rather than a positive effect.  To ensure effective communication with the person a situational leader is working with, a situational leader will “partner for performance.”  In other words, a situational leader will communicate with the person he/she is working with as often as necessary based on the development level and leadership style currently being used.

There are four basic leadership styles: directing, coaching, supporting, delegating.  “There is no one best leadership style”.  These leadership styles are summarized into two behaviors: directive behavior and support behavior.  Directive behavior is described by words such as “structure, organize, teach, and supervise.”  Supportive behavior is described as “praise, listen, ask, explain, and facilitate.”  The leadership style is determined by a person’s development level which can be broken down into four levels:  D1-low competence/high commitment; D2-Some to low competence/low commitment; D3-Moderate to high competence/variable commitment; D4-High competence/high commitment.  A person with low competence would need a directive leadership style versus someone with high competence would need a supportive leadership style.  By being aware of the leadership styles and by being flexible, knowing what to look for and diagnosis a person’s development level, you can successfully match the correct leadership style with the development level.  As the person develops, the situational leader changes his/her leadership style too.  From the beginning, the situational leader will sit down with the person and set goals and tell the person how they intend to support them as they develop their skills.  Therefore, the partnering is done from the beginning and the situational leader is successfully leading the person as they develop from a D1 to a D4.  

My office recently underwent a re-organization, which promoted myself and my co-worker into lead positions.  Four of our co-workers, which we always worked side by side with, became our subordinates.  Suddenly, I found myself responsible for training and tasking four people whom I had always worked side-by-side with.  I quickly became frustrated when I asked them all to do something and it was not done and I would end up doing it myself because it was faster than having to show them all how to do it.  I began to question myself as a trainer when it seemed like a couple of them kept saying “I don’t get it.”  Yet, one person I was training always understood everything I taught.   Now, with my new knowledge, I have more patience with all my sub-ordinates and co-workers.  I also realized, most importantly, not to expect everyone to have the same competency level or expect the same style from me.  I realized the reason a couple of them weren’t “getting it” wasn’t because of their incompetence, it was because I was taking the wrong approach.  I was taking a very “supportive behavior” when I should’ve been taking a “directive behavior.”  The author states, “when you are training someone, besides praising, you have to be good at admitting you made a mistake.”  Well, I highlighted that statement and the first day at work after reading this book, I sat down with the person I knew I should’ve been directing rather than supporting.  A week later, on one particular small task, he went from a D1 to a D3.  

Another statement I highlighted was “…there are some people who cannot be trained for certain jobs.”  After discussion with my co-worker in the other lead position, instead of continuing our frustration we decided to redistribute the duties.  

The most meaningful statement in this book was “There is nothing so unequal as the equal treatment of unequals”.  I have always had the mindset that everything must be equal and I must treat everyone equally.  I now believe this has caused not only a lot of stress on myself but stress on others in my life.  For an extreme real example, I try to treat my 8-year-old brother and my 16-year-old brother the same.  But why would my 8-year-old brother be expected to do the same amount of chores as my 16-year-old brother in the same amount of time?  Why should I let the 8-year-old go out as often as the 16-year-old?  It’s okay to treat them differently and for them to have different things and different rights.  I’m not being unfair, but if they are not equal, why should they be treated as equals?  Now I apply this statement to every aspect of my life.

It was a coincidence it seems, that there was another recent change in my office.  I have a new second line supervisor and I think he is practicing the situational leadership model.  His exact words in my meeting with him was, “my job as a manager is to support you in your goals and as you grow as a leader.  A manager’s job is not necessarily to do the work but to make it possible for you to do your job effectively.  So tell me, what can I do to help you do your job and meet your goals?”  It was the perfect example of the upside down pyramid which is described in this book:  “I prefer to turn the pyramid upside down to that top managers are at the bottom. When that happens there is a subtle, but powerful, twist in who is responsible and who should be responsive to whom.  In other words, you’re saying managers should work for their people and not the reverse.”

This dynamic model of situational leadership is a concept so simple yet not commonly practiced. One Minute Goal Setting, One Minute Praising, and One Minute Partnering with each person you lead on each task done makes such a difference.  Situational leadership has enhanced my abilities as a leader.

