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In the last few years, popular movies have shown England's Queen Elizabeth I as both a wise supporting character and powerful leading lady. The book, Elizabeth I, CEO:  Strategic Lessons from the Leader Who Built an Empire, shows the 16th-century monarch as a single woman who turned the fortunes of an entire nation around, both in the treasury and in the war room.  The book shows how to apply many of the traits and practices of the Virgin Queen to today’s organizations. 

"You can learn that being a leader is being a leader, whether your enterprise is a Renaissance kingdom, a small business, a major corporation, a corporate department, or a three-person work group with a job to do," according to author Alan Axelrod. Elizabeth's behavior and words demonstrate a plan for corporate survival, personal image building, staff development, control, and, most importantly, success. The author draws pointers from Elizabeth's life and reign.

The book highlights such lessons in personal leadership as developing a leadership attitude, skills and image, developing and exhibiting personal dynamism, communicating effectively, and establishing priorities, goals and objectives.  Elizabeth’s lessons also include leading through others in inspiring others, manipulating others ethically, creating loyalty, building a team, resolving conflict, coaching and mentoring, nurturing creative thought in others, and more.  

A few areas specifically appealed to me as examples of leadership.  The first was “Rule by fear destroys all opportunity to create loyalty.”  Elizabeth’s message is “forgive but don’t forget.”  Learn the lessons of those co-workers or policies that did not support you, but do not create a cycle of vengeance or choosing sides.  Elizabeth’s policy of “make expectations clear and lofty” really highlighted the need to realize that staff will live either up or down to your expectations.

Another example was Elizabeth’s handling of finding out that her army troops were inadvertently not being paid.  This example readily relates to my role as supervisor to over 60 employees in MWR.  Problems with pay arise fairly frequently.  Our accounting department tends to err on the side of “we’ll fix it next pay period” which can really discount the needs of employees.  I have had employees whose paychecks were accidentally being deposited into the wrong bank account arrive at my office, crying, saying their furniture was about to be repossessed.  Accounting’s response would often be “they should budget better, too bad.”  I agree with Elizabeth’s more loyal response to employees that I in turn, expect loyalty and hard work from.  Elizabeth demonstrated a high regard for her subordinates by taking swift action to take responsibility for the mistake, a willingness to demand responsibility from others, and to correct the situation with positive, quick, and aggressive action.  In my operation, I demand that a local check be cut, and the accounting situation resolved later.  The employee should never suffer for our internal or administrative mistakes.  Elizabeth understood that her army was motivated partly by loyalty to her, but they also depended on steady wages.  She could have accepted a more vain, arrogant viewpoint, suggesting that the soldiers should “budget better” for gaps in wage payment or they should work simply for the privilege of pleasing her.  She instead understood their motivation and found a way to grow their loyalty.

Lastly, I especially related to the lessons on knowing “beyond reconciliation or rehabilitation” and knowing when to cut one’s losses by terminating an employee.  In the past, I have put so much emphasis on working through employee challenges that I have had a hard time knowing when to let go.  Exhausting all opportunities to assist an employee and resolve performance problems is still a positive thing, but I also need to  know when to give up.  As Axelrod describes Elizabeth’s philosphy, “it is difficult to fire a friend.  It is difficult to punish someone you like.  But leadership often requires doing difficult things.”

