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To all those who understand that leadership is
fundamentally about achieving results
Paul H. Burton is a former attorney, software executive, and successful entrepreneur. He helps clients regain command of their day, get more done, and enjoy greater personal and professional satisfaction. Paul is available for keynote presentations, interactive training seminars, and individualized coaching services. You can learn more about Paul and his work at www.quietspacing.com.
Some say people are an organization’s most valuable asset. Others say it’s the customers. Still, others say it’s the organization’s reputation—its brand—that is most important. They’re all wrong.
It’s time. Time is every organization’s most valuable asset. It’s also the most valuable asset to the people who make up the organization, for it is within the construct of time that everything else occurs.
Before reaching for our swords or donning our breastplates, let’s clarify. That time is every organization’s most important asset isn’t a challenge to the physics or metaphysics of existence. Others have made much more learned and well-reasoned arguments on this subject, such as Stephen Hawking in A Brief History of Time and Alan Lightman in Einstein’s Dreams.
Time’s place at the top of the list here simply aligns our thinking to recognize how much we use and rely on it within our organizations. In fact, many of the measurements organizations use to determine progress and success inherently include time.
We’ve all heard that “time is money”! It’s true. Here are some examples:
• If we can shorten the sales cycle, it will take less time to get more customers.
• If we can reduce absenteeism, more of our people will spend more time at work.
• If we can shorten individual development time, our people will learn more skills in less time.
• If we can reduce interruptions and distractions, we will spend more time focused on getting things done.
We use time-based metrics in making many of our personal and professional decisions.
Whose Time Is Most Important?
If time is an organization’s most valuable asset, the next logical question is, whose time within the organization is the most valuable? Is it that of the stakeholders—shareholders and/or owners—who invested their money and hard work? What about that of the line staff, the people who get it done every day? Maybe it’s that of management, since one manager can oversee the productivity of many people. It’s got to be that of executive management, those responsible for steering the ship toward its objectives, right?
No. The most important time within the organization is your time. Yes, yours. And before reaching for the sword and breastplate again, understand that the reason for this is the Waterfall Effect.
The Waterfall Effect: A Cascading of Benefits
All organizations are made up of people. In fact, if people did not show up at their jobs every day, there wouldn’t be an organization. Therefore, the time each person gives to the organization is vitally important to the organization’s very existence.
That time can be used well or squandered. Squandered time is a true waste—once spent, time is lost forever. There’s no rewind, and there are no do-overs.
That’s where the Waterfall Effect comes in. If the time an organization has available to it is used by the right people who are focused on the right objectives and are working with the right resources, the benefits of that use cascade down through the organization and out to the clients and customers. Simply stated, using time well creates a waterfall of good results.
Example: The Sales Pitch
One great example of the Waterfall Effect is Outdoorplay, Inc. Outdoorplay is an online retailer of outdoor recreational gear. Since 1998, the founders have enjoyed developing it into a healthy, growing business. In fact, in 2006, they groomed a management team to run the day-to-day operations.
Focusing the management team on the right activities, people, and objectives has allowed the founders to pursue other interests. One started a new business. The other went surfing in Peru. This is an example of what the Waterfall Effect meant for the two owners of the company.
Here’s an extension of the same example. Because they have a great team of people who attend to Outdoorplay’s day-to-day needs, the founders can focus on a very important business metric—the conversion rate. The conversion rate is the number of visitors to a website who “convert” into customers—those who find the products and information they need to make an informed buying decision and are then able to make their purchases and check out without incident.
There are several benefits to increasing the conversion rate:
• Higher sales figures: Outdoorplay sells more products.
• Lower toll-free bill: People don’t require as much live assistance via the toll-free phone number.
• Few call center staff: Fewer calls require fewer people to staff the phones.
• More-engaged employees: People can focus their effort on more interesting work when they aren’t answering the same questions over and over.
• Happy customers: Anyone who shops online knows that we have a great buying experience when we find what we want and can check out quickly and easily.
As the above example illustrates, a host of benefits cascade down through the organization and out to the customers/clients whenever the Waterfall Effect occurs. To make the point even clearer, here is a list of the benefits:
• Better Customer Satisfaction. Whenever we meet or exceed customer/client expectations, the organization benefits.
• Better Employee/Customer Retention. Whenever our employees are more engaged in their jobs and our customers/clients are more satisfied with our performance, the retention rates for both groups are higher.
• Better Reputation. If we are producing a large number of benefits for a large number of people inside and outside the organization, our reputations are enhanced.
• Better Success. Success is a feeling for people—we feel successful, accomplished, in charge—and a result for organizations using self-defined metrics. The greatest benefit of the Waterfall Effect is that it produces success for both the organization and the people who breathe life into it.
So how do we produce the Waterfall Effect again and again? The detailed answer to that question is contained below. But before jumping into those details, one final opening point must be made.
It’s about People!
So often, leadership discussions presume the type of formal leadership generally associated with titles, promotions, or election results. Specifically, leadership is couched in terms of who’s in charge.
This book takes a more general approach to leadership—that is, leadership is about what people do versus what they say or what their titles proclaim them to be. In essence, everyone can be a leader. As such, everyone can produce the Waterfall Effect.
The Six Principles
In the next few chapters, we will be digging down into the six principles that take “leaders” to produce the Waterfall Effect. The true purpose of these six principles is for people to use them to become productive leaders—people who get things done in a manner that generates the greatest organizational and individual success possible:
• Developing Field Vision—the need to assimilate and respond to dynamic environments
• Keeping the Glass Half-Full—the impact of attitude on group psyche
• Leveraging the Value of Silence—the benefits of being quiet
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