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Introduction
The meeting with the top managers was not going particularly well.   The CEO was acting like a bully and the functional managers were obviously unhappy with the way things were turning out.  There had been some lively discussion on the current improvement projects, but that had died away and there was an awkward silence.

Innocently, I asked them as a group, “what actually has been improved in the past three months”?  After a few seconds, one of the line managers said “Gerald, you just don’t understand our situation, we really don’t have time for all that stuff”.

This real scenario took place in a medium sized business right here in Asia.    The company was under severe cost pressure, and was also facing the fact that the parent company had plans to locate new factories in lower-labour-cost areas.    Customer relations were at a low ebb, and the business was beginning to suffer from poor quality, and a lack of flexibility in dealing with customer demands. 

What was happening?

After some more detailed investigation it was discovered that the functional managers were working fanatically hard.    So hard that a 12 to 18 hour day was quite normal, and often spanned over the weekend.    The managers were very tired indeed, and it was clear that very few new initiatives were being launched, and almost none were successful.

In that company, nobody moved without permission from the top.

The signs were everywhere.   Many processes were slowed down by multiple signatures, and paperwork was a nightmare.     Most of the lower level staff were kept waiting for even simple decisions regarding their next step.   Consequently, work was slow, meetings seemed to last forever, and decisions hard to come by in a reasonable time.    Performance charts, quality graphs, employee announcements, reports, and analysis work was way behind schedule, often by more than a month.

The e-mail system was clogged with ‘copy-to’ messages, and messages pushing responsibility upwards.     Managers spent a high proportion of their working day trying to cope with the flood of e-mails, and also in signing stacks of documents that appeared on their desks each day.

It seemed that nobody was empowered to do anything.

Definition of Empowerment?

There are several definitions available, but the one shown below is for me the most telling:

· Empowerment is a required state for utilising the full commitment and intellectual power that is available within our people

· Empowerment is a state that exists within an organisation or a person when they:

· Have been provided with a clear statement of their roles, responsibilities, and accountability.

· Have been given clear objectives and parameters within which to work.

· Have been given formal authority to accomplish their task, and a time frame.

· Are free to identify and execute solutions to the problems or tasks assigned to them without the fear of reprisal.

· Accept the right, risk and responsibility to fail a little bit, but often, in order to gain many cycles of learning.

Let’s spend a few moments analysing that interesting definition.

Firstly it reminds us that we may not be using, or even coming close to using the full power of the brains that report to us.   Many managers forget that the people now entering the business are very well educated compared to a short time ago.   The young people today are far better educated than before, and on top if that they have been taught how to use modern communication technology to learn at a very fast rate.

Behind every manager there is a hidden power that comes to him from the people he manages (or leads).   Without that power he can get little done, unless he does it for himself.    A lot of unique intellectual power is lost if not used, and once lost the opportunity has been wasted.

Secondly, the definition reminds us that empowerment is not the simple task of telling someone to think for themselves.   The state of empowerment needs to be set up carefully, and managed well.

It is not sufficient to assume that people who have not before experienced empowerment will instantly jump for joy.

Look at the five important elements of empowerment that must all be present for the state to be maintained.     Notice also that with each element, that the employee must understand and agree with the proposition before it will be effective.   It takes time to have these elements in place and accepted.   The manager’s behaviour when using empowerment will have to be carefully thought through.   One careless moment, one bitter remark, one instance of scolding or reprisal can overturn the whole atmosphere, and the empowered state will need to be re-built.

The last element is particularly difficult to manage.   In Singapore nobody seems to want to fail.  And yet we are here encouraging a bit of failure in order to make empowerment work well.   It’s not so bad.    Failure is allowed as it comes with experimentation and learning.  The more we try new things, the more we will encounter things that don’t work as we had expected.   The more that happens, and more we learn about what works and what does not.

The faster this cycle operates, the faster we can assimilate new knowledge, and use it to improve our work and our whole business.   These are called ‘cycles of learning’, and are particularly important when managing young and inexperienced staff.

Creating the State of Empowerment

By now you will have realised that the problem faced by the managers in the example given at the beginning of this article has a lot to do with empowerment, or in their case, an almost total lack of it.

Think about you own managing behaviour and think through the issue about the intellectual power that you may not be tapping into.    How much freedom are you allowing you people to think for themselves, how often do you ask their opinion, how often do they bring you valuable new ideas?  How often do you take the time to listen to them?

Next, review the five elements to see how many are already in place, and how many may be either missing or perhaps not emphasised enough to be effective.

One of the hardest tasks managers will face is to cope with any kind of failure.   When someone in your staff comes to you and admits messing something up, do you:

· Rant and rave and throw a tantrum?

· Go white and grind your teeth in frustration?

· Remove that responsibility immediately?

· Ask “just what have you learned”?

The last one is the correct behaviour, since the lesson learned is so valuable and knowledge has increased in your organisation.   The employee is probably feeling just as bad about the failure, but the opportunity it gives you to explore new knowledge is immediate and very valuable.

There is an old story told in business circles.  A young Marketing Manager had made a big mess of a new product launch.   He was called into the President’s office for an explanation.   The President demanded to know exactly went wrong, and what could be done differently.  At the end of the thorough interview the President asked the young manager to return to work.  “You mean you are not going to fire me” said the young man incredulously.   “No” said the President, “I have just spent a lot of my company money educating you”.

Summary

No, empowerment is not an easy task at all.   People may at first not believe that you are serious, and may wait to see how you cope with it.   Some staff may be unwilling to accept more responsibility, and this may be due to years of conditioning that will need an effort to overcome.   Other staff will welcome the new state as it finally gives them the freedom to experiment and learn under a more understanding boss.

You will be happy to know that the company that was used as the example above has very effectively changed its culture to one of empowerment.   The results are startling.

Whatever happens, it is a change of managerial behaviour that needs to be sustained. When you are successful, you will gain more management capacity to go build the company wealth.   Try it, and fail a bit but often.      You will learn a lot from the experience.
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