Beyond Safe Leadership
There have been a few articles and issues relating to leadership over recent years. They have all revolved around systems to help make decisions regarding leading groups and peers.

“Asked to define the ideal leader, many emphasize traits such as intelligence, toughness, determination, and vision. Often left off the list are softer, more personal qualities.”

This quote relates to Business Leadership.  The skills needed to produce the most productive staff team are as important to us as leaders on the river. The leader has to deal with each human’s individual emotional balance. If we were leading canoeing robots then we would only need to make physical decisions on safety and lines. However, we are leading people with human emotions, fears and egos that need to see our softer and more personal qualities. 

“Insanity is doing what you’ve always done but expecting different results”

I am hoping to challenge you to look at the skills that you employ as a leader so that you can be even better at leading humans as individuals not automated robots.

Throughout this article the term ‘follower’ has been used for members of the group. This is not to imply that leadership is from the front. 
Same Journey on the same map

By being a leader you are taking your followers along a journey. When we start the day we need to make sure that the leader and the followers wish to be on the same journey. As the leader we need to make sure we are finding out what journey our followers want to be on and empowering them to share this with you. Developing goals with the clients for the trip is vital. There are many goal setting techniques out there. For example:- 


SMART


NAOMIE


Specific


Needs


Measurable


Aims


Achievable


Objectives


Realistic


Methodology (How)


Timed



Implementation






Evaluation
These only work if we front load asking them to goal set. By chatting and developing rapport with our group right from the start, we gain a huge insight into what they are expecting from the day and what they are hoping to get out of their trip. Therefore, when we come to ask them to share their goals for the trip we will develop an understanding of what journey they want to go on. When we set the goals with the followers we must make sure they are stated in the positive. Also agree how you as a leader can support this goal and what will be the first step to achievement. 
If we work within their goals we are likely to only be leading them in their comfort zone. If appropriate we will need to develop opportunities for them to step into stretch zones and develop their goals. These opportunities need to be controlled and agreed upon.

Through finding out their journey hopes we can match that journey for that particular follower. For example: Moving from the leader’s aims of running a Grade V to the followers’ aims of running a Grade III section. Thinking through the kit we use…If we know in advance they will all be paddling creek boats even though we are using a grade III river should we paddle our creek boat? This way it is easier for us to stay on their journey as we are having similar experiences and not getting tempted to throw ends and go back to our personal aims.
“…empathy means thoughtfully considering employees’ feelings – along with other factors – in the process of making intelligent decisions”

Being aware of these goals will help you make the intelligent decisions that will hold you apart from other leaders. An example of this is if you are a couple of miles from the get out and it is becoming dark. One of the follower’s previous experiences of paddling white water was being thrown down hard water where she felt out of control. Her aim was to be in control of her choices on the river. One option might be that you as leader could move towards dictatorial style of leadership, push the group along and maybe just make the get out by dark. This would destroy her aims for the day.  So, would the intelligent decision be to portage out?
Of course, as your trip develops the journey the followers want to go on will no doubt change. Therefore, the continual referral back to their goals and re-confirmation of these goals is essential. Breaks provide the opportunities to review people’s goals and also develop new ones.  By using NAOMIE as an approach it will lead us to continually review the day with the followers. It is, in essence, “Plan, Do and Review”.
Ownership

“Every human being has a set of experiences that constitute his own personal history and are as unique to him as are his fingerprints.”

We all make choices everyday of our lives. We choose what to wear, what to eat, how to behave. These are all choices we make as a result of previous experiences and knowledge which leads us to behave in different situations. When in new situations we use related experiences to make decisions on how to react. Being led down a river our ability to make decisions can be removed by either an autocratic leader or our lack of knowledge. For the person to regain control of an experience they need to have enough knowledge and time to review our previous experiences to make an informed choice. So when we lead we need to give our followers the time to reflect an then to make their choice. This way, as the leader, you are going to get the best from the followers.
Early decisions during the day are vital choices include what river you’re on, which section to paddle, if they are going to paddle or leave it till another day. We often have to help develop their knowledge as they may not have paddled this particular river before or in these conditions. If we lie we are not developing their knowledge. Instead we are fooling them and thereby removing their choices. We may also lose our own credibility. To help with this, a “get out of jail free” card needs to be given to our followers at the start, before we even take a paddle stroke. They must be able to feel able to say “no” without any negative repercussions and that their opinions are valued and considered during the decision making processes.

The knowledge the follower initially requires is likely to be about where and what you are paddling. From this they need to develop knowledge of the leader’s personality – for example, do they possess traits such as reliability and trustworthiness?  From this we can see that initially the role of the leader is two-fold, to help our followers develop knowledge of:
· Our leadership style.
· The rapid they are about to paddle to help their decision making process. 
This is why our decisions at the start of a trip need to be good ones and well explained. If our followers have negative experiences early on, then the next time they need to make a choice they will be much more nervous.
Language

To develop the ownership of experiences we need to also develop the followers’ knowledge of what they are making a decision about. So when we are at the top of a rapid, having scouted and decided to run it, we need to describe the rapid as well as recommending the best line in a succinct and effective way.  Can we change the words of our sentences to change the perspective of the follower? Do we excite or scare people with the words we use? 
For example: 
“Come round the corner there are some big holes on river right, then a big eddy at the end on river right.”

Or

“Come round the corner and follow the simple wave train down the rapid, break out river left and then ferry over to river right”

Both get our followers to the same place. With these 2 options we can entice those that want the challenging line and nurture those that want the easier line in language that supports their needs. Try briefing people separately, the only group information is not to follow the person in-front. 
In coaching we are aware of how different people need Visual, Auditory and Kinaesthetic (VAK) input to help learn. We respond to individuals preferred learning styles as a coach but how much do we use VAK as a leader? In the pursuit of not being benighted, we tell…then go. How can we help our visual followers? Can we help our kinaesthetic followers?  

The use of language can help paint a picture in the visual learners’ head. They will need effective input to create their map to run the rapid - for example using words that describe the view: 
“As you come round the corner the branches are hanging down into the water. Pass close to these. Head past the Toblerone-shaped rock on your left, and into the eddy with the small sandy beach.” 
The most effective way to show visual learners the line is to paddle it whilst they watch.
For the auditory learners we need to develop language that will help them. Thankfully there are lots of noises in rapids and we could describe the line through the sounds they will hear through a rapid. For example:

“Pass by the roaring hole on the right then paddle left to avoid the crashing wave.”
For the kinaesthetic follower try to give them an impression of what their senses should be experiencing. For example: 
“Scrape over the rock shelf on the left. Paddle hard across the wave train then wait in the re-circulating eddy.” 
What is the leaders’ preferred style? It will always be easier for us to lead to our preference. If we are visual we need to challenge ourselves to lead for the auditory or kinaesthetic follower. This way we are using the right paintbrush to get everyone to see the painting as clearly as we can.
“Begin by listening more carefully and identifying other people’s language preference. Then you’re in a great position to adjust your language pattern so it aligns with theirs and thus building rapport…”

As our experiences are all individual to us, the language we use is also our own.

We need to collect language from our followers so we can use this to help explain things. We should start mimicking their language, not in a condescending way but to make sure they understand what we are talking about. Do they use ‘eddy in’ or ‘break in’? ‘Holes’ or ‘stoppers’? Are they using visual or auditory language? Initially it doesn’t matter whether the language they use is technically correct as you can match it and then lead them to correct terminology over time.
Listening

The question that challenges me when it comes to listening skills is, “why are you listening”? Are you listening to the person in order to understand what they know or are you to listening to tell them what you know? We should challenge the interactions we have with our followers and ask ourselves why it is we listen to them. Do we really want to know how they feel or are we going to say what we were going to say anyway? 
When we hear something, the words we hear are distorted. Our own beliefs and feelings effect how we understand what others say. When the follower states they are “petrified” of a drop, how do we perceive the word ‘petrified’? My personal understanding is that it is used to express body immobilising fear - others I have worked with use it in the same way that I might use the word ‘concerned’. 
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As a leader we need to know the true meaning of what people say before we can effectively lead them. By listening to understand we can try to remove all confusion from our transactions and know what they need to make the journey as positive as possible.

“Social skill is friendliness with a purpose, moving people in the destination you desire”

We must develop the skills of speaking and listening if we want to take our followers in the direction that will help them achieve their goals.  They are both necessary social skills that, when used together, help us become effective leaders.

Smiles

“Smile and the whole world smiles with you!”
Your face tells a lot about what is going on inside. When you are looking at your followers what is your face telling them? If you know there is a hard section of water coming up and you are not sure how your followers will react, you may be worried. Your face could well be telling the followers of your concerns. I have heard this referred to as Non-Verbal Leakage. Make sure the Non-Verbal Leakage you are giving is what you want it to be. 
When you next walk down a street, try smiling at someone coming the other way. They will usually smile back. There is something contagious in smiling. In an appropriate situation try sitting half way down a rapid, with a huge smile on your face and give your followers a thumbs up and when they come past.  See them smile back and relax into the paddling! (Health warning: Do not do this at technical must make moves where they need to sustain focus on the paddling).
Other people can get a huge amount of information about you just by reading your body language.  It’s great to know what all your body language means but it is really difficult to change it till you have actually seen what your own body is saying - get someone to video you leading.  Recently I was asked to observe a friend coaching.  He had a “demo face”.  Do we have a leading face that we put on?  What does it tell our students? 
Reduction of a sense of competition

“This reducing of competition with significant others in your life is a way of reducing the barriers between you and them. The lowering of these psychological barriers is the essential to the movement toward development of mutual trust”

How do we portray ourselves as the leader? Are our followers in competition with us for attention, or trying to compete with how hard we can paddle, etc…? What are your goals as the leader? If your honest goal is to provide a positive experience for your followers then you won’t compete with them, but support them. When we are supporting we will carry our followers downstream on their journey. 
Summary
To sum up the key points:-

· Goal set effectively at the start and using those goals as rails that the day runs along.  
· Review the goals and change the direction of the rails if needed.

· Help the followers OWN the trip. They are part of the decision making process not a result of it.

· Develop effective “social skills” and listen to what people mean.
· Monitor all Non Verbal Leakage the followers give you and those that you give back.

· Don’t compete with the followers – support them.
For me this is all summed up in developing trust, building rapport and empowering the individual. If we can gain trust and respect from the followers we will succeed in getting the best out of them.

Thinking through this I have developed the metaphor of lining a canoe down a river. When done right we push the boat out, control it down the rapid and collect it safely at the bottom. When it comes to making the boat go somewhere it doesn’t want to go, like portaging across land, it is hard work as we have to drag it. When we get it right it is easy, the boat flows down the river and the paddler’s life is easy.
This sums up our role as a leader.  When we get it right with our followers we flow down river easily. When we get it wrong we drag them along where they don’t want to go. So our aim should be to support the followers by listening effectively to their needs. Develop a supportive environment where they feel confident, protected physically and emotionally. This will take us beyond safe leadership.
Thanks to support from:- 

Steve MacDonald, www.beyondadventure.co.uk
Ian Duffy, www.iduffycoaching.com
Stuart Bell, www.bespokelearning.co.uk
Tom Sibbald, www.canoecoaching.co.uk
Sean McGrath, www.wildriver.co.uk 
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