Six Steps to More Engaging Leadership 

ICD leadership formula addresses apparent apathy in organizations.

By Marc S. Smith, DDS

“Bob Jones just sold his practice to a new dentist and plans to move to Florida. He was our representative on the Council on Retirement and Relief, so are there any volunteers out there to take Bob’s place?”

Some quiet shuffling of chairs follows and small talk is heard around the room. From the back of the room comes the question, “What does that council do?”

“I’m not completely sure. Bob was on it for several years and gave us some reports at different times. I think they meet a couple times a year at the central office.”

“Are there any volunteers?”

No one responds. Silence follows. “Well think about it, and if you or anyone you know is interested let me know by next meeting time. We need to let the central office know by then so they can put it in the directory. If you have any questions about it give ol’ Bob a call.” 

 
“Next on our agenda...”
A Familiar Scenario?

 
If this sounds familiar to you, you are not alone. Frequently we hear that there is a declining willingness of “younger” professionals to get involved with associations. Some claim that the younger generation is too self-centered, too caught up in paying off student loans or buying new equipment. We hear that “they are not joiners” and they are “just not interested” in associational organizations.

However, if we take the time to look at these issues from the other person’s viewpoint, we may develop a different understanding. For example, who among you did not feel that you were “struggling” when you first started out? Who felt that money was not a concern and that the only thing that was important was a professional organization? Now look again at the above scenario from the other side. Reflect on the leadership skills that were exhibited. Perhaps the problem has more dimensions to it than just the lack of volunteers. Perhaps some improved leadership skills could generate more favorable results. Let’s look at how a leader might create a more favorable atmosphere for recruiting, and for developing leadership skills in others.

 Define the Task

First of all you should be able to clearly define a task before making any request for a volunteer. You should know how many meetings are held each year, on what days they are held, about how much time will be involved, and exactly what commitments are expected from the volunteer you are seeking.

Ask yourself this:  Would you be willing to jump into a job without this information? 

Select the Person
Seldom should a leader ask for volunteers except for incidental tasks like dimming the overhead lights or going to get more coffee. For critical positions, asking for volunteers will often get you the same people every time. You will most likely underutilize your quieter members, or even end up with volunteers that are poorly suited to their positions.

Effective leaders seldom ask for volunteers at large. They will select and recruit members for a given task based on their observations about who would best serve in the job and who is ready to move into a more challenging role in the organization. A good leader keeps his or her ears open to prospective volunteers in the organization. If you are not familiar with all your members and their various skills, form a nominating committee (formal or informal) to get input on those you may not know so well. 

There is sometimes the perception that these volunteers should be the younger members. Although this may be the case, don’t overlook a middle-aged or older person whose circumstances allow him or her to take on new responsibilities. You might also recruit the more quiet and unassuming member who either needs a little encouragement or has just been waiting to be asked. 

Create a Contract
Once you have selected the volunteer and convinced them that they are indeed the best person for the job, you need to enter into an informal contract with them. This should be done in a one-on-one encounter. Face-to-face is best, although a phone conversation may suffice. In this conversation you clearly define the volunteer’s responsibilities and listen carefully to any of his or her concerns. When this conversation concludes both parties should have a firm idea what is expected from each.

            It is often best to state the task as a problem to be solved. Follow this with a request for ideas from the volunteer on how it might best be accomplished. Once you ask for this input, be very careful to respect your volunteer’s viewpoint and ideas. If you see major flaws in his or her thinking try not to be dismissive or belittling. Instead, ask “what if” scenarios and see if your volunteer has a different solution or can begin to realize his or her error. Effective leadership demands that you give your volunteer room to make choices. Offer your support, and listen.

Monitor Progress

Different volunteers bring different levels of skill to the task. The following could be seen as micromanaging for some, yet essential guidance for others. A good leader will develop a sense of how much management is necessary. However, for even the most talented volunteer, a simple inquiry regarding progress is never out of place. 

            If this is a first time responsibility, make a point to sit down and help lay out a plan with your volunteer. In this plan you and your volunteer would establish the steps in completing the project and the dates by which each step should be accomplished. If the event is to be a lecture, he or she will first have to select a speaker, select a date with the speaker, find a venue, send out announcements, and make sure the speaker’s needs are taken care of.

            You should also establish a firm budget so your volunteer knows what expenses he or she can incur. Agree on a level of quality to be expected. Will a meal be served? How simple or how lavish will that be? All of these expectations should be reasonable.

For the first time volunteer, the next step is crucial. Mark your own calendar with the dates for each step and make a phone call to check on his or her progress. If the volunteer is on time or ahead, make sure to praise and encourage him or her. If he or she is lagging behind, ask if you can be of any help. Tell your new volunteer you will call back in a given time (one week, three days, etc. depending on the urgency) to see how things are going. Mark your calendar and follow through with your promise. 

As an effective leader you should think of yourself as the coach. Just as a basketball coach cannot step in and do the work for his players, you should not step in and take over from your volunteer. Just like a coach, your players must know that they can look to you for help at any time. It is very important for your volunteer to know that 1) you are very much interested in his or her success and 2) that you will back him or her up if they run into difficulties. 

Review Performance


If you aspire to become a really great leader you will want to work diligently on this: At the end of the year or after an event has been completed, sit down with all the volunteers and review their performance. This is neither a grading mechanism nor a session to find fault. It is an opportunity to review the entire event so that you can build an experience pool for the organization. 

Sit down with all of your volunteers individually and review their roles in this event. Find out what each thinks and what each would do differently next time. Find out if he or she would be willing to move up into a more commanding role in the process next time. This is the nurturing aspect of good leadership.

Always leave these meetings with encouraging comments and on a positive note.
The lCD Leadership Formula in Six Steps
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