ON LEADERSHIP: INSPIRING AND LIFTING A WORKFORCE TO BE MORE THAN IT THINKS IT CAN BE

It is an honor for me to be a part of this session of the Interamerican Social Security Conference.  It is a pleasure to see so many old friends and to share some of my thoughts on the importance of leadership.  With you.

Leadership is important because employees reflect the attitude of their leader.  We all need to look to see if what we think and do as leaders is helping our organization succeed, or preventing it from succeeding.

For me, my personal leadership style was influenced most by three people.  Everything I know about leadership I learned from my mother, my father, and Ronald Reagan.  This may sound like a strange statement for an African American male, but it really is the truth.

From my mother, I learned to treat people the way you would like to be treated.  As the Regional Commissioner for the Social Security Administration’s Atlanta Region, I am responsible for providing executive leadership for approximately 12,000 federal and state employees.  Together we serve a population of 54 million people who live in the eight southeastern states.  I am concerned not only about the service we provide, but how we provide that service.  My first day on the job I sent a message to all of the employees in the Region reminding everyone of our obligation to treat all of our clients with the respect and dignity they deserve.  I also reminded them of our obligation to be both professional and courteous.  Whenever I speak to office staffs or employee groups, I always begin by reminding them of this obligation and close my thanking them for the good work that they do.  I also remind them that social Security touches the lives of everyone in the country so there parents or some other love one will some day be served by some other Social Security employee, and that we have the obligation to treat everyone we serve the same way we want that SSA employee to treat our parents.  And so my first lesson learned on the road to becoming an effective leader is that you have to treat people well.  Treat them the way you would like to be treated.

From my father I learned that you should never ask anyone to do anything that you would not do yourself.  This means, you really do have to lead by example.  People always pay much more attention to what you do than to what you say.  There is an old Vietnam era saying that is still true, “you can talk the talk but can you walk the walk.”  As leaders, we really do have to model the behavior that we want to see in others.  This also means that we have to follow the same rules and standard of conduct that we expect our employees to follow.  There is no “special set of rules” that applies to us as leaders and executives.  If our work habits are not exemplary, how can we expect more from the people we lead.

And finally, President Ronald Reagan had a plaque in his office that read, “There is no limit to what you can accomplish if you don’t care who gets the credit.”  I believe that the most effective leaders are those who acknowledge the good work of their employees and who never forget to say “Thank you” to their employees for the good work that they do.  Never underestimate the value of saying thank you when people do good work.  People produce extraordinary results when they feel appreciated.

It is also critical that we reward good people for good work.  People need to see the link between your awards system and good performance.

These three things, while they may appear quite simple, I believe are most responsible for my success as a leader at the Social Security Administration:

1. Treat people the way you would like to be treated.

2. Lead by example

3. Make sure that the people who actually do the work get the credit and never forget to say thank you to employees for the good work the they do.

The final issue I want to discuss with respect to leadership is “Vision”.  There is a passage on the bible, Proverbs 29:18 that says, “ Where there is no vision the people will perish”.

Do your employees know where you want to take your organization?  What are your goals and objectives?  What are your Priorities?  It has been my experience that employees really do want to meet our expectations.  It is our responsibility to make sure that we articulate those expectations clearly and remind them often, by word and deed, of what those expectations are.

For the United States Social Security Administration – our Commissioner has clearly defined her vision of where she wants to lead our agency.  She has laid out three priorities  that all leaders in our organization clearly support and reinforce.  Those priorities are:

SERVICE: To deliver quality citizen-centered service in a timely and effective manner.

STEWARDSHIP: To provide accountable stewardship to tax payers by ensuring superior financial performance, budget management and integrity in all payments, records and processes. 

SOLVENCY: To achieve sustainable solvency for Social Security and legislative reforms of our retirement, disability and SST program.

STAFF: To strategically manage staff and align human capital to support Social Security’s mission.

As part of our Commissioner’s efforts to “model” the priorities, or “Walk the Walk” as I said earlier, she has had the agencies strategic plan updated to include a focus on the four priorities.  She has also required all budgetary decisions to be linked to the priorities to assure our success as an agency.

As our National Leader, she has communicated these priorities to all employees and all SSA leaders reinforce her message through our Regional Communications Plans.

In closing, I believe each of us has the ability to inspire and lift our workforces to be more than they think they can be.  Doing so will not be easy.  After all, as General Colin Powell has said, “Leadership is the art of accomplishing more than the science of management says is possible.”

Thank you for allowing me to be a part of the conference and may God continue to bless all of you.

