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ABSTRACT
Over 300 utility managers have participated in a leadership development process conducted by
TAP Resource Development Group (TAP Resource) between 1998 and 2006. To better
understand utility leadership, TAP Resource has studied the results of the leadership assessment
portion of the development process.
All of the organizations determined that their core Strategic Focus was one of Operational
Excellence so the study primarily looked at the leadership style most appropriate for this type of
organization. The results of this study present a number of important conclusions, the most
significant being the following:
1. A large percentage of utility leaders are not taking a proactive role in the
operation of their organization. They apparently cannot or believe they cannot
significantly influence the direction or results of their organizations.
2. There is a definite lack of focus on results, on making things happen, on following
through in the creation of the vision for the organization.
The first pattern may be creating a significant barrier to the development of effective leadership
and the second will definitely inhibit the utilities from implementing the vision, the kind of
organization that they want and need to create.
The answer to this problem, based on this study, is that leaders must begin to proactively
influence the direction and results of their organizations! Instead of taking a generic approach to
leadership development, programs must be implemented that develop leaders aligned with the
needs of the organization. Utilities should implement organizational performance systems
designed to institutionalize performance and results within the organization.
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BACKGROUND
What does leadership mean in today world? That question has become critical for water and
wastewater utilities faced with an unprecedented array of challenges. Warren Bennis,
Distinguished Professor of Business Administration at the University of Southern California and
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a consultant to multinational companies, begins the forward of his book, Learning to Lead, with
the follow statement.
“Writing and studying leadership has become a growth industry in recent years, yet our cities
seem to have sunk deeper into crisis, our communities are in turmoil, our political leaders of both
parties are repeatedly charged with ethical violations, and the world’s multiple crises demand the
immediate attention they are not receiving.”
When we look around us not only at the well publicized examples such as Enron, WorldCom,
Qwest and many, many more, in fact the list keeps getting longer and longer, it is all to evident
that something seems to be missing among our leaders. When we tighten our scope to the local
level we may not see the same bankruptcies, the financial ruin, and the corporate upheaval. But
we do see case after case where rate payers are paying more than they should for the services
provided, where customers are taken for granted, where millions are spent on the latest fad rather
than identifying and addressing core issues, where automated systems are installed and either not
used or significantly underused, where large numbers of our workforce are just marking time,
and where resources are squandered due to the lack of a clear strategic focus.
What does it take to make a difference? If part of the answer is leadership, just what is
leadership? John Kotter in his book, Leading Change, states that leadership “..defines what the
future should look like, aligns people with that vision, and inspires them to make it happen
despite the obstacles.” Dr. William Schneider, author of The Reengineering Alternative, defines
leadership as “Creating a vision and direction for the organization and mobilizing people to
accomplish them.” Dr. Schneider also indicates that to effectively develop leadership within the
organization it is important to include both leadership and management. This definition of
leadership fits well with a number of sources. Management is about implementation, about
making the vision happen.
At TAP Resources Development Group we have worked with many managers in a number of
utilities over the last 10 years. Out of that group, we have provided leadership development and
coaching services to over 300 utility managers. During that process we have noticed what
would appear to be some definite trends. Not wanting to jump to conclusion, we felt it important
to examine the data in detail and draw conclusion based on that data. This paper presents the
early results of that analysis.
DATA COLLECTION
In our leadership development programs we use a non-pejorative, 360o assessment instrument
that measures the intention, or energy that a manager puts forth towards 22 different leadership
and management attributes. These attributes are grouped in 6 categories: Creating a Vision,
Developing Followership, Implementing a Vision, Following Through, Achieving Results, and
Team Playing. Definitions for these attributes are included in the appendix. The first two,
Creating a Vision and Developing Followership are leadership oriented attributes. Implementing
a Vision, Following Through, and Achieving Results are management oriented attributes. The
last attribute, Team Playing, is about how the manager relates to people.
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The survey instrument measures the amount of attention the manager places on each of these
twenty-two attributes and is reported as a percentile base on where the individual scored
compared to the entire sample, which is close to 30,000 participants. So if a manager scores in
the 75th percentile in an area it means that he or she scored higher than 75 percent of those that
have taken the instrument and that 25 percent of the entire sample scored higher or put more
attention or energy into this particular attribute that the manager being evaluated. It is important
to note that the instrument does not determine right or wrong. In other words, a high score is not
necessarily good and a low score bad. The effectiveness of the manager in that particular
attribute can only be determined by the needs of the organization.
How do we determine what attributes are most appropriate for an organization? The most
effective way we’ve found is to look at how the organization provides value to its customers,
what Treacy and Wiersema call value discipline in their book, Discipline of Market Leaders. It
is very similar to what we’ve identified in working with utilities as Strategic Focus. Regardless
of what it’s called, the important thing is that the manager’s leadership attributes align with how
their organization provides value to their customers.
Treacy and Wiersema identified three different ways that organizations provide value to their
customers: Customer Intimacy, Operational Excellence, and Product/Service Leadership. Dr.
Schneider added a fourth: Enrichment. An organization that has a Customer Intimacy type of
Strategic Focus provides the customer with a total solution, not just a product or service. It is
based on building a synergistic relationship with the customer to insure that products and/or
services meet unique customer needs.
Operational Excellence types of organizations provide customers with consistent, reliable,
dependent products or services at low total cost and at appropriate quality. They often dominate
their marketplace, can involve life and death situations, and are distribution intensive.
Organizations that provide products and services that continually redefine the state of the art fit
into Product/Service Leadership type Strategic Focus. They focus on constant innovation
and/or creating a market niche in order to stay ahead. Enrichment is about customer growth,
about realization of higher values.
We have found that highly regulated organizations fall into the Operational Excellence type of
Strategic Focus. All the utilities that we have worked with have, at their core, been Operational
Excellence. However, the distinction becomes important within the organization because not all
departments or divisions within the organization will have the same Strategic Focus. Figure 1
presents the four types of Strategic Focus.
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Customer Intimacy*

Operational Excellence*

Total Solution.
Synergistic customer relationship
High customization.
Incremental, step-by-step
relationship with customer,
High demand for co-involvement

Low Unit Cost
Consistent, reliable, dependable
service at appropriate quality
Market share dominance
High distribution-intensive
Life-and-death

Enrichment +

Product/Service Leadership*

Growth of customer
Fuller realization of potential
Raise the human spirit
Further realization of ideals,
values, higher order Purpose

Best Product/Service
Excellence.
Create market niche
Constant innovation to stay ahead
One-of-a-Kind

Figure 1
Clarity about how the organization provides value to its customers (its Strategic Focus) is a very
important first step. The next step is aligning leadership with that Strategic Focus. Although
most books on leadership talk about leadership from a generic or one-size-fits- all perspective,

Participative
Participative

Figure 2.

Directive
Directive

Team Builder
First among equals
Coach
Trust Builder

Authoritative
Conservative/Cautious
Firm/Assertive
Definitive
Commanding

Charismatic
Charismatic

Standard
Standard Setter
Setter

Catalyst
Cultivator/Harvester
Commitment Builder
Steward

Conceptual visionary
Taskmaster
Assertive, convincing persuader
Challenger of others

research by Dr. Schneider indicates that there are actually four different approaches to
leadership, as seen in Figure 2. And that the most effective organizations are those where
leadership is aligned with Strategic Focus. In this way, Directive leadership aligns with
Operational Excellence, Participative with Customer Intimacy, Standard Setter with
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Product/Service Leadership, etc. It is important to note that, although the most aligned
leadership style for an Operational Excellence type organization is Directive, that Directive
leadership must be balanced by utilizing the principles of the other types in the practice of
Directive leadership. The same rationale applies to the other three types of leadership.
Combining the 360o leadership assessment and a determination of the organization’s Strategic
Focus provides us with the information to guide an individual leader in creating a leadership
development plan specifically designed for that individual leader. University level research has
identified the ranges of percentile scores where a more effective Directive manager might be
expected to fall. Alignment then becomes a matter of guiding the leader so that they are focusing
their energy and intention in the areas that are most appropriate for their type of organization.
THE RESEARCH PROJECT
During the last five years over 300 managers have participated in our leadership development
process. All the organizations involved were determined to have an Operational Excellence core
Strategic Focus. Because most, if not all, utilities have a core Strategic Focus of Operational
Excellence and because their core functions, such as Operations and Maintenance should be
Operational Excellence, our analysis has only focused on Directive Leadership.
Our analysis of the data involved logging each manager’s individual percentile score from the
360o leadership assessment, comparing the scores with expected range for an effective directive
manager and compiling and comparing the totals. One approach we utilized to look at the results
is to tabulate the number and percentage of manages that fall within the expected range. Let’s
look again at the leadership attribute referenced above.
We would normally expect a more effective directive manager to give a lot of attention to what
has worked well in the past while creating a vision for the organization. Therefore, that
managers Conservative scores (under Creating a Vision) would be on the high side (70 percentile
and up) while their Innovative scores would be more on the low side (below 35th percentile).
Table 4 shows how managers and their direct reports rate themselves in comparison to the
expected range. For example, 60% of the managers in the study scored themselves within the
expected range when it comes to the amount of attention that they put into considering what
worked well in the past in creating a vision for their organization (Conservative).
Leadership Score Comparison
All Scores
MANAGER
(Self)

DIRECT
REPORTS

Conservative

60.00%

46.27%

Innovative

42.67%

37.31%

Technical

25.33%

23.88%

Self

21.33%

31.34%

Strategic

41.33%

26.87%

Creating a Vision
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Dev. Followership
Persuasive

52.00%

38.81%

Outgoing

37.33%

8.96%

Excitement

61.33%

46.27%

Restraint

38.67%

46.27%

Table 4
Perhaps the two most interesting scores in this set are the Technical and Self scores. The
Technical attribute relates to the use of the managers expertise and specialized knowledge to
study issues and draw conclusions and Self attribute relates to whether the manager looks to
themselves or others as the prime vehicle for decision making. The expected range for both
attributes is in the middle third of the percentile range. Interestingly, in both cases the scores
outside the range split pretty evenly between those that scored above the range (in the upper
third) and those that scored below the expected range (the lower third). On the other hand, the
manager’s direct reports saw more of a disparity in the manager’s Strategic scores. In this case,
the direct reports of the managers involved don’t believe that their managers put appropriate
attention on taking a long range, broad approach to problem solving and decision making.
The management scores indicate some interesting things about the attention that managers in the
study put toward making things happen, particular from the direct report’s view of the manager.
Table 5 presents the percentage of scores that fell in the expected range for the management
attributes.
Management Score Comparison
All Scores
Imp. the Vision

MANAGER
(Self)

DIRECT
REPORTS

Structuring

48.00%

56.72%

Tactical

25.33%

17.91%

Communication

38.67%

35.82%

Delegation
Following Through

37.33%

26.87%

Control

33.33%

20.90%

Feedback
Achieving Results

37.33%

20.90%

Mgt. Focus

25.33%

25.37%

Dominant

25.33%

14.93%

Production

18.67%

8.96%

Table 5
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The direct report’s view is that utility managers studied don’t put a lot of energy and attention in
making the vision a reality; in the areas of Tactical, Delegation, Control, Feedback, Dominant,
and Production the direct report scores are mostly outside the expected range. This study would
indicate that as a whole, utility managers put little effort into adopting a strong orientation
toward achievement, into pushing themselves and others to achieve at high levels.
The third set of scores reflects how managers relate to people. In this area, managers score
reasonable well compared to many of the other areas in the study; such as in Cooperation, in
valuing the ideas and opinions of others (Consensual), and in respect for those in authority
(Authority).
People/Relationship Score Comparison
All Scores
Team Playing

MANAGER
(Self)

DIRECT
REPORTS

Cooperation

49.33%

53.73%

Consensual

37.33%

55.22%

Authority

52.63%

40.30%

Empathy

41.89%

19.40%

Table 6
In fact, the manager’s direct reports see them as perhaps putting too much intention on
maintaining an active concern for people by forming close and supportive relationships. This
may be reflective of the difficulty that many managers (particularly front line and middle
managers) have in making the transition from being one-of-the-guys to being in a management
role.
CONCLUSIONS
The results of this study present a number of significant conclusions. The data indicates that
these utility leaders:
• Are most naturally at home with the technical and process side of their work
• Are careful and tend toward doing what has worked well in the past
• Are often reluctant to take on the mantle of leadership and management
• Are reluctant to function in a results oriented manner
• Are reluctant to hold their people accountable
• Often refrain from monitoring what is happening in their own organizations
Summarizing the data we find two patterns that should be addressed by every utility. The first
pattern in this data is reflective of the leadership scores; while the second pattern shows up in a
significant majority of the overall management scores.
1. Utility leaders are not taking a proactive role in the operation of their
organization. They apparently cannot or believe they cannot significantly
influence the direction or results of their organizations.
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2. There is a definite lack of focus on results, on making things happen, on
following through in the creation of the vision for the organization.
The first pattern may be creating a significant barrier to the development of effective leadership
and the second will definitely inhibit the utilities from implementing the vision, the kind of
organization that they want and need to create.
In times of relative stability and predictability, a pattern of low follow-through and low results
focus would be a concern, but it may not create significant turmoil. In an era of significant
change, such as many utility organizations are currently experiencing (and will likely continue
for some time), this pattern is alarming because it will create a significant barrier to the
successful implementation of organizational change programs from process redesign to
automation to asset management.
The answer to this problem, based on the data in this study, is that leaders must begin to
proactively influence the direction and results of their organizations! If they don't start now, they
won't be prepared to deal with the changes that are coming. And, it will take them a
considerable amount of time to get prepared. To accomplish this level of preparedness, utilities
must develop leadership throughout the organization and implement a program to emphasize and
systematize result through the organization.
RECOMMENDATIONS
Leadership Development
The key to effective leadership in utilities and other municipal organizations is to link leadership
with the actual performance of the organization, by bringing the leaders fully into results
management and by connecting their development as leaders to that same results-based process.
This is accomplished by molding the development program to the needs of the individual leader,
the organization that the leader is responsible for and the larger organization, if there is one. This
process begins with an assessment process designed to examine the organization’s strategic
purpose, its culture and leadership and the alignment of both culture and leadership with the
organization’s strategic purpose. The goal of this assessment is to develop and prioritize
recommendations and create a strategic action plan for improvement. In most cases the strategic
action plan includes individualized leadership development and a process called an
Organizational Performance Management System (OPMS).
Each leader participates in a 3600 leadership assessment process to identify individual leadership
attributes. These attributes are overlaid with the strategic information obtained from the
assessment to create indications of the leader’s particular attributes. Using this information and
working with a coach, each leader develops a Leadership Development Plan for their individual
situation. These plans are then reviewed with their supervisors and, once finalized, integrated
with the performance management system, the OPMS.
Creating A Performance Management System
What is an Organizational Performance Management System? An OPMS is a process designed
to integrate a results focus into the very being of the organization. It also helps align leadership
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with strategy and can influence the balance and/or alignment of an organization’s culture. An
OPMS creates an environment where change can be created and implemented in a positive way.
It is designed to get the organization on the “winning” track, foster momentum, and celebrate
“wins” all along the way.
Although many organizations set goals; what is usually missing is a balanced process for setting,
integrating, and tracking their goals and celebrating their successes. Also often missing is an
attitude of win-win for all involved. An OPMS sets the framework to resolve these issues and
create a balanced system designed around the goals of the organization. In fact, for most
“Operational Excellence” organizations, it becomes the central management system for the
organization.
The design, development, and implementation of an OPMS consist of the following six steps
(see Figure 3:
• Creating a clear focus on the organization’s strategic focus;
• Identifying overall organization, department, unit and cross-unit goals in four key results
areas; Customer, Employees, Organization, and Financial
• Identifying measures of goal attainment;
• Developing systems to monitor goal and multi-goal attainment;
• Monitoring, discussing and communicating goal status;
• Celebrating organizational, department and unit goal attainment.

Strategic
Purpose

Communicate
Results &
Celebrate

Key Results
Areas

Tracking &
Monitoring

Goals

Metrics

Figure 3.
There are three key characteristics of a successful Organizational Performance Management
System:
♦ The OPMS is balanced: successes are not built in one key results area by ignoring
another.
♦ The desired results are strategic: they contribute to the effectiveness and competitive
advantage for the organization.
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♦ The OPMS produces results that are lasting: they don’t sacrifice long-term success for
short-term gains.
Leadership Development using the OPMS enables the utility to align its management processes
and focus the entire organization on implementing a clearly identified strategy and mission. It
links various components of the organization’s management system in a way that each time a
change is made it adds to the organization’s momentum in moving toward the accomplishment
of its strategic purpose. For an “Operational Excellence” type of organization such as most water
and wastewater utilities, an OPMS provides the centerpiece, the central management system, for
how it operates on a day-to-day basis. It aligns supervision and leadership with action and
results.
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