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HOW DOES LEADERSHIP
HAPPEN?
If I told you to go out into your organisation right now and be a leader, what would you do?
Would you schedule a meeting? Deliver a presentation? Walk around the office and tell people they’re doing
a ‘great job’?

We all know that leadership is much more than that – and yet it isn’t so simple to define.
People leadership is complex. It consists of many different yet closely connected parts. It’s not a terrarium that
you spray with water once then hope it will take care of itself. It’s a dynamic, living, breathing ecosystem that
demands our time, investment, attention and energy to maintain.

Working with individuals and organisations across Australia I have racked up some respectable frequent flyer
miles as a passenger. Please don’t take that as merely a brag. I share it because, despite my extensive flying hours as

a passenger, I have not once been asked or expected to manage the complexity of piloting a commercial airliner
from Melbourne to Los Angeles. I’m relieved personally, as I’m sure are my imaginary passengers. We all know

the journey to becoming a qualified commercial pilot takes a huge investment of time, attention and energy.
You don’t start in the sky. You start on the ground and work your way up.
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Even after you’ve done all the hard work to achieve the goal of working for a commercial airline, the training
doesn’t stop. You will find experienced pilots returning to the flight simulator every six months to be rigorously
tested and trained to remain at the top of their game.

While it’s absurd to imagine that anyone can go from passenger to pilot without the appropriate investment,
it is unfortunately an all too common experience for people leaders. A person spends most of their career as a

subject matter expert, being measured and rewarded according to their output. Then, because of that expertise
– or just through longevity – they find themselves thrust behind the controls and, without any support or

training, told to ‘go lead’. Not only do they feel the pressure of a new, complex role but they also carry the
weight of responsibility for all the ‘passengers’ on board. Now they are being measured not just on output but
on outcomes. It isn’t surprising, then, that so many new people leaders feel overwhelmed and burn out.

Research from Gallup found that just one in ten people possessed a ‘high talent to manage’. That isn’t to say
the other nine could not lead. But while many people possessed some of the necessary traits, few were found to

have the ‘unique combination of talent needed to help a team achieve the kind of excellence that significantly
improves a company’s performance’.

Leadership is complex but it doesn’t need to be complicated.
In the same way you don’t find flight-ready commercial airline pilots who haven’t undergone rigorous training,
you won’t just stumble across remarkable leaders. Most people in your organisation are not going to be naturally

‘ready’ to lead, the research tells us that. They become remarkable leaders when you make the decision to raise
them.

1IN10

people possess the talent to manage
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WHERE DOES
LEADERSHIP HAPPEN?
If I asked you to take me to the places in your organisation where leadership happens, where
would we go?
You would probably tell me that leadership happens everywhere. That’s true.

Leadership is situational. But at the same time it’s also geographical.
Leadership happens in moments but it also happens in places. Some of the places in which we lead are obvious.
When the place is obvious, we tend to make the moment intentional. When you stand up to speak in the
conference room and feel the pressure of every eye on you, you probably recognise this as a leadership moment.
Of course that place has leverage and yields high impact. But leadership isn’t just happening in conference
rooms; it’s also happening in meeting rooms. These spaces are the engine rooms of your organisation, where
the individual development conversations happen that help create traction and progress in your team. Some
leadership spaces are less obvious but require no less intention. What is happening in the conference room and
the meeting room can be quickly undermined if we aren’t intentional with how we are leading in the lunch
room.
Where does leadership happen? I think the conference room, the meeting room and the lunch room are
great places to start. It happens when we gather collectively or meet individually. It permeates right through the
culture organisationally.
The journey from team member to people leader isn’t an easy one but it is deeply rewarding. Sadly, many people
find themselves promoted to people leadership roles who are unprepared and unaware and never have the
opportunity to experience the rewarding side of leadership. Grappling with the complexity of this new world
they eventually find themselves standing at a crossroads, and in this critical moment they must decide either
to step up or to burn out.
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THE CRITICAL MOMENT
Is a goalkeeper in soccer more likely to stop the ball by diving to the left . . . or to the right?
Surprisingly the answer is neither. In 2017 a group of researchers examined 286 penalty kicks in top leagues
and championships worldwide and found that given the probability distribution of kick direction, the best
strategy for goalkeepers was to stay in the centre of the goal mouth.
So why do goalkeepers always jump? The researchers suggest that it is best explained as an emotional response
– a bias towards action. When you think about it, when was the last time we actually celebrated the goalkeeper
on our favourite team who stayed planted in the centre of the goal while the ball shot past them? Even if they
dived the wrong way, at least they acted.
We see this action bias in the workplace too. Ask someone how work is and the chances are good you will get
the default response: ‘Oh, busy.’ Being busy makes our time appear scarce. Scarcity makes us feel in demand
and therefore more valuable and important. We also tend to reward people based on activity and outputs, so
should it really be that surprising when the temptation is there to get more busy.
We all know that activity doesn’t automatically correspond to productivity. So why are new leaders getting
caught up in this busyness trap and continuing to take on more?
No new leader wants to sound, look or feel like a failure. So instead of speaking up they load up. They load
up on work, load up on commitments, load up their calendar. They might be functioning in the role but they
eventually end up overstretched and it leaves them running on fumes.
This is a critical moment for people leaders. Because it’s only possible for them to operate from the place
where they are stretched beyond capacity for so long. There are leaders in your organisation who are doing this
right now and you may not even be aware of it. But at some point stretch turns to snap, challenged turns to
overwhelmed and loading up leads to burning out. And it’s costing your business.
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Employees who are stressed and burned out take nine times more sick leave than those who are healthy and
coping well. That’s if they are able to show up to work at all. For those who do show up, presenteeism means
they are more than likely ‘checked out’. Presenteeism in Australia accounts for a productivity loss of six workdays
per year per employee. Collectively it’s costing Australian business more than $10.1 billion dollars annually, and
it’s happening in your business too.

It’s possible for critical moments to yield positive results.
We can help people leaders step up without burning out. When we can identify leaders who are navigating this
critical moment and take time to develop and invest in them, the performance curve can kick up. Provided
with the skills and support, your leaders can not only perform and thrive personally, but can influence the
performance and engagement of those around them in the organisation.
To better equip people to step up, we need to first understand some of the challenges that are running them
down.
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THE CURSE
OF THE
REVOLVING
DOOR
‘I have to see everyone.’
You’ll likely hear new leaders wrestling with the dilemma known as the curse of the revolving door. I once spoke
with a leader who regularly closed the blinds in her office and switched off all the lights to work in the dark so
she could avoid the line-up of people outside her door waiting to ‘catch up’.
This is a new experience for people transitioning to leadership. They’ve spent most of their career on the other
side of the door, focused on getting answers on their own work. Now not only are they responsible for their
own work, but they also carry the responsibility of ensuring that all their team’s work is getting done.
When a friend recently received a promotion to manager I asked him how he was settling into the new role.
He said the job would be much easier if he wasn’t constantly interrupted by people. I hated to be the bearer of
bad news, but of course I had to point out that as a people leader, people are his job.
A 2014 study by LeadershipIQ suggested that the ‘magic number’ for the time a manager should spend
with each individual team member for optimal engagement is six hours per week. This might seem relatively
achievable . . . if you lead only one or two staff members. Grow the team and the ability to get one-to-one with
everyone becomes increasingly challenging. Scale that team and it becomes mission impossible.
The reality is, we can’t see everyone.
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WHAT’S WRITTEN ON THE WALLS
ISN’T HAPPENING DOWN THE HALLS
‘I have to be everywhere.’
Culture isn’t about the values we pin up on the walls, it’s everything that is actually
happening down the halls. The biggest threat to a people leader isn’t what’s happening
in the board room, it’s the conversations that are happening in the lunch room. You
can have the perfect strategy and develop the most innovative ideas, but it can all be
undermined in a moment by the conversations happening around the water cooler.
Your organisation is a collision of cultures. The office is where the worlds of personal
and organisational culture collide. It’s the tension that exists between how ‘I do
things’ and how ‘we do things’. When the culture is left at its default it becomes
the sum product of the predominant forces. Without clarity a leader regularly faces
the challenges of a disengaged team, negative corridor conversations, resistance to
change and poor workplace behaviours. I once heard toxic culture likened to carbon
monoxide: it can be the silent killer in an organisation. With all this pressure to
design and create a healthy culture, the tension that drives the need to be everywhere
and monitor everything only increases.
The reality is, we can’t be everywhere.
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PEOPLE COME WITH
PROBLEMS NOT SOLUTIONS
‘I have to do everything.’
Because at the end of the day if the work doesn’t get done it’s the leader who must take responsibility, not the
people. Having spent their career as a subject matter expert, new leaders typically approach their new leadership
role as the problem solver. Combine this role with the curse of the revolving door and the leader’s calendar can
quickly fill with meetings about urgent problems and complex details, leaving no room for strategic decision
making. It’s difficult to create space to think about the future when you’re constantly putting out fires. The
challenge for any leader is to focus on the things only they can do, and what they are paid to do, and equip
their team to do the rest.
Good leaders know how to speak. Great leaders know when not to. Shifting from subject matter expert to
people leader coach is crucial in maximising the team’s performance and developing talent. Research has
shown that leaders who embrace coaching conversations not only improve personal performance but see higher
retention in the team, greater employee engagement and development, and higher productivity. All too often
good leaders operate as problem solvers, missing critical development opportunities for their team. The goal
for any great people leader is to create a team of problem solvers.
The reality is, we can’t do everything.

THE PROBLEM
SOLVER
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I HAVE TO

SEE EVERYONE
BE EVERYWHERE
DO EVERYTHING
The reality is we can’t see everyone, be everywhere and do everything.
The fastest path to burning out great leaders is to hold the expectation that they need to. The cost of replacing
a valuable and productive leader in your organisation can be as much as 2.5 times their annual salary, so it won’t
help the leader and it certainly doesn’t benefit the organisation if we lose them. So what can we do?

We can’t see everyone but we can be seen by everyone.
We can’t be everywhere but we can create a culture that is.
We can’t do everything but we can get everything done.
It’s possible to enable people leaders to step up without burning out if we can help them navigate these three key
challenges. Can you equip your people leaders with the skills to remain visible to their team even when they can’t
get one-to-one with everyone? Do they know how to design, communicate and shape a culture in which their team
know what is expected of them both publicly and privately? Do they have a framework that helps them to shift
from operating as the expert to leading as the coach to better maximise the development of their team? Can they
delegate and hold their team accountable to ensure that work is being done without getting pulled down into the
details? These are the skills that differentiate a team and a people leader. These are the valuable skills they need to
step up without burning out.
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LEADING
BEST WHERE
LEADERSHIP
HAPPENS
Leadership is happening in the conference room, the meeting room and the lunch room. Are
your people leaders equipped to lead effectively in the places where leadership happens?
Every leader needs the skills to lead in the moments that matter, in the places that matter with the people who matter.
Just like learning to drive a car or play a musical instrument, leadership requires discipline and investment. You
don’t just find great leaders, you develop them. I encourage new leaders to focus broadly on three core leadership
disciplines when stepping into leadership:

• Leadership Visibility is being seen by your team even when you yourself can’t see everyone. It’s knowing

how to communicate in a way that build trust, engagement and connection at every layer of the organisation.

• Cultural Clarity is creating a culture by design that permeates the organisation in the places you can’t

always be, where every team member knows and understands what is expected of them, and all the team are
empowered to keep one another accountable for what is expected from them.

• Team Capacity is maximising the performance and development of your team to lift you out of the detail
12
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THE THREE DISCIPLINES OF PEOPLE LEADERS
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NINE PRACTICES OF
PEOPLE LEADERS

Leadership visibility, cultural clarity and team capacity sound nice in theory. But what do they
look like in action? Here are nine leadership practices for people leaders:
Positioning – Purposeful with activity.
What kind of leader are you? What kind of leader do you want to be? How are you already known? Positioning
is how others ‘place’ you in their mind. Patty McCord, former chief people officer at Netflix, once said, ‘if people
aren’t informed by you there’s a good chance they will be misinformed by somebody else’. Leaders need to be
purposeful with their activity to ensure they create alignment with how they ultimately want to be known.

Messaging – Masterful with words.
In the moments that matter, people don’t just look for something to inform them, they look to someone who will
lead them. Leaders are sense-makers and masterful communicators. They understand how to inspire, mobilise and
rally people with their words around a common purpose and vision. They are skilled at creating compelling messaging that cuts through the noise and creates real change.

Developing – Deliberate with improvement.
Knowing how to carve out space in a schedule for deliberate development and improvement is critical for
people leaders. Because if you don’t grow, you won’t last. Our world is in a constant state of change, and leaders
need to know how to grow with and adapt to the change.

Designing – Clear on culture.
People leaders are cultural architects. They understand how to create and communicate a clear culture. They
know what is expected of them and of their team. They understand the power of shared values; they create
shared language and promote an environment of shared accountability.
14

www.shanemhatton.com

Confronting – Elegant with feedback.
Great leaders understand how to provide feedback on negative or countercultural behaviours in the workplace
in a way that is both empowering and elegant. They do not shy away from conflict or constructive criticism
when it is for the betterment of their team.

Rewarding – Thoughtful with recognition.
Being thoughtful with encouragement means taking the time to understand why positive behaviours are meaningful and valuable to the team. Team members understand why certain behaviour is being rewarded and how they
contribute to the development of the desired culture.

Coaching – Focused on development.
Questions are a powerful tool for building stronger engagement, insight and development. Leaders who master
the art of ‘coaching’ more and ‘doing’ less will reap these benefits. Gallup research has shown that the best
opportunity for people to grow and develop – and net the greatest return on investment – is to identify the
ways in which they most naturally think, feel and behave, and then build upon those talents to create strengths.
Effective leaders approach development from a strengths-based perspective and call out the potential of those
they lead.

Delegating – Accountable on outcomes.
Knowing how to keep the team accountable for project outcomes without micromanaging and being drawn
down into the detail is essential for effective delegation. Great leaders understand the difference between
effectively delegating work and unproductively dumping work, and ask the right questions to ensure best
practice.

Replicating – Intentional with legacy.
Great leaders reproduce great leaders. This means thinking intentionally about legacy. People leaders who aren’t
afraid of the success of their team members are a valuable asset to an organisation. They understand that the
success of the team is critical to the success of the business.
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THE NINE PRACTICES OF PEOPLE LEADERS
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WHAT NOW?
Applying these disciplines and practices will not be something you can accomplish overnight.
They are built on daily decisions to implement, reflect on and improve.
Start small but start now
•
•
•

What excites me in the content I have just read?
What can I start skilling my leaders in now that will create a small amount of movement?
What is the most economical point of entry? That is, what will create the biggest results with the smallest
investment?

Build your people leader capability

I deliver individual and group programs, keynotes and workshops to support your people leaders and build
capability in all the areas discussed in this white paper. There’s also a specific program that covers all of the
capabilities in a 12-month period. Alternatively, consider how these practices are being addressed in your
current leadership development programs. If you find any gaps I would love to help.

Raise the awareness

Now you know what the challenges are you can identify the pitfalls before you lose your best talent. Organisations
that intentionally invest in their people leaders are attractive, healthy and productive. Take time over the next
60 to 90 days to talk through some of the challenges with your people leaders and see how they resonate.
Discuss some possible strategies that could help them navigate the complex journey from team member to
people leader.

Get in touch.

I’d love to continue this conversation and talk more about how I could help your people leaders transition from
passenger to pilot without feeling overwhelmed and burned out. When leaders get better the organisation and its
people get better, so let’s talk about how we can deliver that value to your organisation.
17

www.shanemhatton.com

WHO IS
SHANE
MICHAEL
HATTON?
Let’s continue the conversation
Shane is a Leadership & Communication expert committed to helping leaders build and leverage their
leadership platform. From his early days in event management, recruiting and mobilising large volunteer
teams for community events, he has navigated the challenges of leading at scale. Knowing how difficult it can
be to get one on one with everyone, he has learned the value of leveraging a leadership platform to build trust
and rally people around a common vision. From more than a decade of consulting and in-house experience in
marketing and communications he has also learned the importance of effective messaging and positioning to
not only be heard but remembered.
Shane spent seven years leading, coaching and mobilising volunteers in the not for profit sector where his
experience at the intersection of people, communication and leadership, along with his studies in business and
psychology, laid the foundation for his work today as a trainer, mentor and speaker to leaders and teams.
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HOW CAN SHANE HELP?
Here are a few simple ideas.

Let’s connect to talk more about what is happening in your organisation and how I can best help you hit the
milestones and targets that matter most to you. Each organisation is different and my programs and services are
tailored to deliver the most value to your business.

speaker

trainer

coach

author

Invite Shane to Speak Group Training Programs

Individual & Group Coaching
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