In my current line of work, I often travel around speaking to groups of workers. This will encompass all manner of labor-related topics, but one that I raise virtually every time is...what did their worst boss feel like?

Now this usually leads to a virtual scrum of responses! Everyone seems to be able to remember their worst boss, and is almost instantly able to recount a laundry list of felonies and anecdotes! Soon the room is abuzz with conversation, and at least it gets people talking!

But when I ask people to define their best boss, people are much less forthcoming. Significantly smaller numbers of people get involved. I always reflect with a little sadness on this reality, as it seems regrettable that only a relative handful of people are able to come forward with something positive.

This phenomenon that I have experienced first-hand is emblematic of the concept of failed leadership. Often, if we don't like our boss or believe that they're incompetent, it's not taken particularly seriously. It's perceived as being grumbling. But it can actually be a fundamental factor, not merely in how productive we are at work, but in our overall happiness as human beings.

Just a couple of years back, I was working as a consultant in IT leadership and agile issues for PricewaterhouseCoopers. During that time, I was researching the issue of the estimated cost of failed leadership in the IT sector. And I happened across a paper published in 2010, which asserted that $6 trillion is wasted annually on failed IT projects, with $1.2 trillion of this being attributable to North America.

Reading further into the figures, I ascertained that this astonishing $6 trillion figure accounted for anything that failed to deliver the level of ROI that was anticipated and desired. This $6,000,000,000,000 is a very tangible manifestation of the cost of failed leadership. The cost is high in monetary terms, but also in terms of out hearts and minds.

Live evolves pretty quickly. I can remember working at Computer Associates earlier in my career, when my working life was very much focused on myself and what I was producing. Then that all changed. I was asked to become a manager at the company following an organisational reshuffle. And not merely a manager of one small group, but a manager of several managers! I would have three managers working under me, and each of these then also had a group for which they were responsible.

This was a daunting prospect for me, but in a sense I'm glad that I was somewhat intimidated as it led me into an understanding of the key reasons why leadership fails. This revolves around four particular factors, which I call the four fears of leadership.

The first fear that I experienced was the simple fear of not being competent. It's certainly a very common feeling for people within leadership roles to experience that impostor syndrome, and worry about whether they will be competent enough to carry out their duties, and whether they will be perceived by others as being incompetent as well. This is a very natural fear, and one that can be reflected across many other areas of life as well as leadership.

Another major fear of those promoted to leadership positions is the fear of appearing foolish. Saying the wrong thing, at the wrong time, to the wrong person! This can be quite a paralysing fear, actually, as it can prevent someone from speaking out and contributing. This is particularly damaging when they actually do have good ideas, as those ideas are then never aired, and never see the light of day.

The third major cause of fear in leadership roles is the fear of failure. The fear of not being able to complete tasks, of not being able to carry out projects successfully, of ultimately failing to deliver what is required in a particular role. While the fear of failure can also be a motivating factor, it's not necessarily particularly productive to be locked in this state of mind in which you're continually focusing on what could go wrong. There is such a thing as a self-fulfilling prophecy!

Finally, a fourth major fear that many managers experience is the fear of being vulnerable. This fear emanates from our basic biology, with our internal systems being hardwired to protect us from harm. This can then manifest in the fear of being put in an uncomfortable and vulnerable position, whereas in reality it is only when we challenge ourselves that we can ever hope to reach our full potential.

Once I recognised and realised that these four sources of fear exist, I resolved to become a better leader and manager myself. I invested a lot of time in reading, I participated in numerous training courses and exercises, including Dale Carnegie Professional Development Training Courses. I also enrolled on, and completed, an MBA; another key pillar in my developmental process.

In short, I spent hours and hours and hours training, experimenting, trialling, refining, tweaking, and learning everything that I possibly could about management. This knowledge and experience was accrued over a period of several years, while my day-to-day role meant that I was constantly learning on the job as well.

I didn't give a huge amount of thought to this process, until one day I was engaged in a weekly one-to-one session with a worker for whom I was responsible. I was expecting anything extraordinary from this meeting, but I did have to explain to him that I was about to move away and that we wouldn't be working together any longer.

He had been very kind during the conversation, saying that it has been a pleasure to work for me, but then I was totally flabbergasted when he said that he would be willing to follow me to any company that I ever worked for! This was obviously a result of the time and effort that I'd invested in ensuring that I was doing a decent job, but I thought all that was achieving was keeping my head above water. Yet it had made a significant impact.

During the conversation, he also told me that one of the most valuable things that I'd done during the role was to mandate one talk on a monthly basis to discuss both career and personal development. And he requested that even though we wouldn't be working together in the immediate future that I kept doing that in whatever roles I worked in during the coming years. 

It was interesting to hear someone say that, and I must say that it was very humbling, and I felt in some small way that the effort I'd made had been vindicated. During that time I'd been doing a whole bunch of stuff, and it was nice to hear that it had paid off.

*    *    *    *

It's odd how things sometimes come to you at what might seem to be the least appropriate times. But I was sat in a doctor's waiting room one afternoon when I had a minor 'eureka' moment when it comes to leadership.

I say that this wasn't the most timely opportunity to be considering business, as I was due to be having an operation, after a small tumor had been located on my pituitary gland during an MRI scan. It amounted to a stainless steel probe removing the tumor from my body. My mind was probably wandering as I was attempting to forget about this forthcoming event, and I began to reflect that it must be possible to create and acquire good leaders.

This one person who had voiced his appreciation had made me consider the possibility that I could coach other leaders and managers. So that I wouldn't just be coaching employees, but expanding that, so I could convey the tools, skills and knowledge that I'd acquired, passing that on to a whole new generation of leaders in business and the working environment.

And the more that I reflected on this process, the more that I realised that it's not necessary to invest the years and years and years of learning that I had. The trial and error of reading and the studying and the classes and the MBA, and all the rest of it. It was instead possible to get people to their end goal much faster with good coaching, and they would even then be in a position to pass on their knowledge and understanding to others.

I wanted to help people have positive experiences so that they can then talk about having had a great manager. So that when I speak to people in the real world, more people are sticking their hands up when it comes to recounting who their most inspirational and skilled boss has been. Rather than just focusing on the negative!

That's ultimately why I'm doing this. I firmly believe that people should have outstanding experiences at work, particularly considering the amount of time that we spend there. I know that many people are passionate about their jobs, and certainly Americans are known for putting in long hours at the office. So shouldn't this process be as enjoyable, as educational, as inspiring as possible?

And what I have realised is that the managers we have, the leaders we have, the people that we have around us, are fundamental to this process. You can't have a good working experience without a good boss. It just doesn't happen. So my intention with this book, and with all the work that I do, is to provide a template of valuable behaviors that can help forge the great managers and leaders of tomorrow, helping to ensure that more workers can relish their everyday working conditions.

