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What Your Reps Want from You
Monday•October 1, 2007



As a sales manager, you know what you expect from your reps. But have you ever stopped to think about what your reps expect from you? Two leading researchers have long sought the answer to that question. In their search, Barry Posner, dean of the Leavey School of Business at Santa Clara University, and James Kouzes, the school’s executive professor of leadership, have queried more than 75,000 people around the world. Their goal: to discover the qualities employees “most look for and admire in a leader, someone whose direction they would willingly follow.” 

The good news for managers is that the results have been “striking in their regularity” over the years, according to Posner and Kouzes in The Leadership Challenge, 4th ed. (Wiley, 2007). They say the following four characteristics consistently receive more than 60 percent of the votes. Or, to go back to the question of what your reps want from you, these four traits top the list: 

Honesty. In almost every survey, honesty is selected more often than any other characteristic of leadership. People want to know their leaders are truthful, ethical, and principled. They want to know they’re being told the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. Every one of your reps would rather receive bad news delivered with candor than receive good news they feel doesn’t paint a complete picture of a situation. Honesty is also linked closely to values and ethics. Employees want to know where their leaders stand on important principles. They want to see leaders who disclose a high ethical standard – and then live by that standard. 

Forward-looking. People expect their leaders to have a sense of direction and vision for the future of the company or team. In short, leaders must know where they’re going if they want people to follow. This doesn’t mean you must possess otherworldly powers of premonition. It simply refers to the ability of a leader to “imagine or discover a desirable destination” toward which the group should head, say Kouzes and Posner. “Compared to all the other leadership qualities constituents expect, this is the one that most distinguishes leaders from other credible people.” 

Inspiring. A vision for the future must be accompanied by the ability to communicate the vision in a way that encourages and excites people. Leaders must be able to lift the spirits of the people who follow them. They must be upbeat and positive about the future. They must communicate their belief that the organization can overcome whatever challenges exist today and move toward that future vision. “Emotions are contagious, and positive emotions resonate throughout an organization,” say Kouzes and Posner. 

Competence. People need to believe their leader is competent, that he or she has the experience and judgment to guide them where they are headed. Competence generally relates to the leader’s ability to get things done relevant to the needs and direction of the organization. In other words, people don’t expect their leaders to know everything, nor to be the most technically competent in their field. To be an effective sales manager in a high technology company, for instance, you don’t need to be a master programmer. But you do need to understand the business implications of electronic data interchange, networking, and the Internet and be able to coach your reps to greater performance by helping them understand the implications of these issues for their prospects’ businesses. 

For more information, visit
www.leadershipchallenge.com.
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