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Missed Opportunities of Leaders

Most leaders are very busy with their own stuff. They 
have tasks to accomplish, projects to complete, and 
meetings to attend. And, they miss opportunities to 
lead people.

I have been coaching and training leaders for years. 
In our organization, it is what we do. And, in 
fairness, we know leaders do not intend to miss 
opportunities for leadership. It happens when they 
are not choosing intentional leadership. They 
schedule meetings, they track deadlines, and they 
do not DESIGN leadership. More than that, 
employees are sometimes handled as a nuisance. 
You’ve seen it: An employee knocks on the door 
and says, “Hey do you have a moment?” The leader 
says, “Sure, come on in.” Their eyes say, “I wonder 
how long this will take.” Sometimes, that part of it is 
even more blatant, as they continue to type on their 
keyboard, saying, “Go ahead, I’m listening.” 

So where are leaders missing opportunities to 
maximize productivity and engagement. Below is a 
short list of what we’ve seen:

Leaders do not have a tough conversation, many 
times because of fear of offending someone. The 
missed opportunity is in making a difference in this 
employee’s life. Ten years from now when someone 
asks this person who contributed to their success, 
let it be you. Ensure that they will say, “I had a boss 
who sometimes told me things I did not want to 
hear. And, now I’m so glad. I’m better because of it!”

Leaders do not manage their volume of negative 
feedback. The missed opportunity is in helping to 
keep people motivated and feeling positive about 
what they’re contributing.

Leaders do not provide enough positive feedback. 
The missed opportunity: “What gets rewarded gets 
repeated.”

Some leaders 
do not treat 
people with 
respect. The 
missed 
opportunity is 
reflected in 
this employee’s 
comments: 
“What I really 
like about my boss is that he treats me like he would 
want to be treated. I have a lot of respect for him 
and will do anything to make sure we accomplish 
what we need to.” 

These are not the only missed opportunities. I 
encourage you to think through these and add 
more of your own. Keep in mind that the employees 
you lead are human beings. They deserve to be 
valued, supported and appreciated, while being 
held accountable. Do not miss this opportunity!

Aleta Norris provides an ongoing column on developing better 
leadership skills. She is a leadership expert and Principal at 
Living as a Leader LLC.
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Leadership and Positive Feedback 

69% of American workers would work harder if they 
were better recognized and appreciated. 
(Globoforce Workforce Mood Tracker, 2011)

By understanding what current research is telling us 
about employees and about leaders….well this is 
one way to hone in on key strategies for maximizing 
employee performance and engagement. Many 
(though not all) employees experience some 
degree of disappointment day in and day out at 
work. Very often, it is because of a lack of feeling 
valued or of feeling assured that they’re on the right 
track at work. 

It remains that positive feedback is one of the most 
under utilized responsibilities of a leader! And think 
about this….it doesn’t cost a penny. 

Why then are leaders not providing more 
recognition, appreciation, positive feedback and 
gratitude? There are a number of common reasons 
(all of which you can note do not have anything to 
do with ‘malicious’ intent): 

> They do not think about it. 
> They do not have a disciplined plan of   
 accountability for themselves to give it. 
> Some think a paycheck is feedback enough. 

> Some don’t do it, because THEY do not receive  
 these things from their leader. 
> And some just don’t believe in it. They liken it to  
 ‘coddling’ people. 

Consistently within organizations, there is a 
disconnect between the needs of employees and 
the needs of leaders. The number one need for 
leaders is to get results, and the number one need 
for employees is to feel fulfilled while working to 
achieve results. We often refer to the flashing sign 
that inadvertently exists on the forehead of every 
employee – MMFI. This stands for “Make Me Feel 
Important.”

Positive feedback has a powerful impact. The 
human need to feel important is fairly universal. 

A high-performing employee we know recently 
shared with his boss, “Since you’ve been more 
intentional about your leadership, you have been 
giving me more positive feedback. I appreciate it, 
and it makes me want to work even harder.”

Try it this week! Challenge yourself to a minimum of 
five doses of recognition, appreciation, feedback 
and gratitude!

Aleta Norris provides an ongoing column on developing better 
leadership skills. She is a leadership expert and Principal at 
Living as a Leader LLC.
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Ask Them How They’re Doing

Employees want to work for leaders who are 
intentional about their expectations and who also 
care about how things are going for the employee. 
And, employees want to have conversations.

Whether you have a performance review process in 
your organization or not, I encourage you to weave 
in a conversational process like the one outlined 
below. At times, in the formality of the performance 
review process, leaders are too stiff and tell 
oriented.

In your conversation, you may consider questions 
like:
   
1) In general, how has this year been for you? What  
 did you feel particularly good about? What did  
 not go particularly well for you? 

2) In what ways have you grown over the past year?

3) Where did you experience missed opportunities  
 or disappointments?

A few tips as you go into the conversation

Going into this conversation, a few reminders for you:

1) Remember, this was their experience. Let them  
 own it; allow them to do most of the talking.

2) As they share reflections, you will want to delve  
 deeper:

> “Tell me more about that”
> “Can you share a couple of examples?”
> “How did that make you feel?”
> “What was the impact of that?”

3) After they have shared:

> Acknowledge their perspective, particularly   
 where you have noted agreement.
> Add your perspective
> Avoid the phrase, “Now, let me tell you what I  
 think.”
> Instead, use the phrase “Let me add a few things  
 that you didn’t mention (or that I see   
 differently).”

In my next column, I’ll talk about planning and goal 
setting for the coming year. 

Aleta Norris provides an ongoing column on developing better 
leadership skills. She is a leadership expert and Principal at 
Living as a Leader LLC.
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Accidental Leadership

“His employees are miserable; They despise him.” 

“He is the best machinist we have ever had in our 
facility.” 

“As a leader, he is intolerant.  As a person, he is one 
of the nicest guys I know.”  

These are just a few of the comments shared with 
me by an HR Manager during a one-hour 
conversation about a struggling leader - a plant 
superintendent with 15 direct reports.  She went on 
to explain, “With the company for over 30 years, 
there is no one in the facility who knows the 
equipment better than him – how to run it or how to 
fix it.”  

Later that same day, during my conversation with 
this leader, he said to me, “Why would I ask 
anyone’s opinion when I know all of the answers?”   
He also shared, “Listen, essentially these people 
willingly sign on to show up every day under a 
dictatorship for eight hours. We’ve got a lot of work 
to do, so I tell them what to do, and they do it.”  
 
I asked him a number of questions: “How do you 
feel about being a leader? What are your strengths?  
Your weaknesses?  What does it mean to be a 
leader?  How do you believe you affect these 
people?”  He said to me, “You are asking me 
questions I have never even thought about.  No one 
has ever asked me questions like this.”   

What is happening here (and you already know the 
answer)?  This organization promoted its best guy.  
Then everyone assumed he would be a great 
leader, just as he has been a great machinist.  It very 
seldom works to promote someone into 
leadership….then just leave them alone to figure it 
out.   He is, as we refer, an accidental leader.     

Considering the 1000’s of leaders we have worked 
with over the past 15 years, the most common 
feeling of these leaders (when being intentionally 
developed) is Gratitude. We often hear them say, 
“For the first time, I feel confident.  I’m so 
appreciative.”      

Aleta Norris provides an ongoing column on developing better 
leadership skills. She is a leadership expert and Principal at 
Living as a Leader LLC.
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Leading Change

“When something new begins, somethings old and 
familiar ends.”

Leading change efforts in organizations is rarely 
easy.  And from what research tells us, it’s rarely 
successful.    

The human factor is where leaders need to 
focus!

Much of what gets written about focuses on change 
from the organizational level – the strategic 
execution of the change effort.   Our view of change 
is often formulaic.  If we plan, communicate and 
implement well enough, everything will fall into 
place.  The reality is that successful change requires 
people to change.  So, as leaders, if we want to be 
more successful at leading change, we have to be 
better at helping people overcome their 
disappointment, fear and resistance.  

Example:  A local organization built a beautiful, 
state-of-the-art manufacturing facility.  The female 
assembly workers struggled to accept this change, 
because they now had to keep their purses in 
lockers, and the restrooms were a good 
three-minute walk from their work stations.  

Example:  In another organization, a multi-million 
dollar software implementation was compromised, 
because employees were upset by their discomfort 
with the system and, even moreso, with the lack of 
support AND empathy from their leaders.  The lack 
of care from the leadership led to resentment and 
an adverse impact on productivity.  

In both of these situations, organizations spent 
millions of dollars on the change itself.  Neither 
invested in equipping leaders to effectively 
respond to the predictable concerns or pushback 
of the employees.  

In all change situations, leaders need to be 
equipped with an understanding that employees 
may struggle.  The most effective leaders will 
proactively do the following:  1) Listen to what the 
employees are feeling; 2) Show empathy and 
support; 3) Involve employees in shaping change or 
the implementation of change; 4) Provide praise 
and encouragement; and 5) Provide training and 
support. 

The human side of change is your key.  For your 
employees, the little things are the big things.    

Aleta Norris provides an ongoing column on developing better 
leadership skills. She is a leadership expert and Principal at 
Living as a Leader LLC.


