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HOT TOPIC…
DIVERSE EXPERIENCES MAKE BETTER LEADERS

Lessons from the Corporate World, 
the HBA and Sailing Across the Atlantic

a! ect whether they want to follow by in-
creasing the reward, decreasing the risk or 
changing the destination. I learned during 
a merger that it wasn’t always that easy. 

People don’t like change. When pre-
sented with a new goal, their reaction 
is often to label it impossible. Try turn-
ing it around by asking: “What would it 
take to change the impossible into the 
probable?” By recognizing team members 
as experts, you make them part of the 
process. Enabling people to be part of a 
solution they can embrace, then getting 
them what they need to fulfi ll the mission, 
builds your leadership credibility.  

LESSON 2:  Everyone has a personal 
reason for being there. Understand 
the motivations to gain momentum. 

I learned more from leadership roles in 
the HBA than in any for-profi t position. In 
an all-volunteer organization, no one has to 
do anything and everyone is there for per-
sonal reasons. Understanding motivations 
allows creation of tailored rewards that 
satisfy personal needs. In volunteerism, the 
motivation is not monetary. I heard about 
intangibles like personal fulfi llment, recog-
nition, being heard, giving back, gaining ex-
perience and making connections. Granted, 
those can lead to greater business success, 
but there’s much more to it. 

Understanding such factors in any 
setting can help build organizational mo-
mentum, particularly when it comes to 
women and young employees. It helps to 
identify the rewards and destinations that 
are priorities for each individual. Learning 
to value other people’s needs as distinct 
from your own allows your leadership 
integrity to shine through.  

LESSON 3:  You are each responsible 
for your entire universe. Make it the 
most purposeful universe it can be. 

My husband and I recently sailed across 
the Atlantic aboard our 57-foot sailboat. 
To say it was an amazing experience is an 
understatement. With just the two of us 
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Many people in leadership positions 
assumed their roles by chance. Not 
thinking of themselves as leaders, they 
got things done that needed doing.  
Someone had to step up to keep the ship 
from foundering. " ey may not have 

had all the skills they needed to fulfi ll their 
roles e! ectively at the time, but they had the 
right attitude. " ey knew it could be done.

Leadership is not about telling people 
what to do. Leadership is about embrac-
ing a vision:  Knowing where you need to 
go and why, identifying the best routes 
and securing the resources needed.  " e 
most e! ective leaders don’t simply have 
a vision; they have integrity and a way 
of communicating the vision that fosters 
belief and trust.

There is an energy associated with 
leadership; an e! ective energy that gets 
people moving in unison. When people 
understand where, why and how, they 
adopt the vision as their own and navigate 
a straighter course to success. It becomes 
self-sustaining because everyone wants to 
be part of a winning team.  

E! ective leadership takes a lifetime 
of refi ning. Some of the best leaders seek 
diverse experiences so they can apply what 
they’ve learned in new ways to emerging 
situations. Accepting unusual opportuni-
ties is a great way to expand your leader-
ship expertise. Here are a few examples of 
lessons I learned for inspiration.

LESSON 1:  People won’t follow where 
they don’t want to go. Help people 
embrace the vision to build your 
credibility.

In the for-profit world, questioning 
a leader’s decision can be damaging, yet 
people won’t follow unquestionably. " ey 
may “do as they are told,” but only for so 
long. Helping them understand the vision 
can help, but if they don’t believe in the 
vision, they will not support it. You may 

alternating watches, only one was on active 
duty at any time. We were each responsible 
for everything that happened in our uni-
verse. " ere was no one to give orders. Any 
rules were made for good reason. Each 
decision had the potential for immediate 
consequences. Under such circumstances, 
we came to understand the true nature of 
accountability in leadership. Each action 
had to have relevance and purpose. 

Often, there were no standard an-
swers. We had to be creative. We had to 
persevere. If we didn’t have a spare part 
for something that broke, we had to fi x 
it or do without. " ere was no wasted ef-
fort. When things didn’t run smoothly we 
paid in immediate discomfort or danger. 
A sense of purpose makes every decision 
a much clearer choice and cements your 
leadership capability under pressure.  

Leadership is a life-long learning 
process

Much like sailing, leadership is a life-
long learning experience. It begins with 
a positive attitude and continues from 
there. Many e! ective leaders have diverse 
backgrounds, testing new visions against 
new challenges all the time. You learn 
something from each adventure. More-
over, you learn something more about 
yourself with each experience. 

It takes experience to refi ne leadership 
skills. Where are you going to look for it 
next? HBA
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For more details about the Blackwells’ cross-
Atlantic trip, go to " e Mayo News, a local paper 
in Ireland: http://www.mayonews.ie/index.
php?option=com_content&task=view&id=531
9&Itemid=71


