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Six Ways Humility Can Make You a Better Leader

Gwen Moran – Fast Company August 12, 2014

When we think of traits leaders typically exhibit, many come to mind--including strength, charisma, enthusiasm, and vision. One important component is often overlooked: humility.

“For so long, we’ve talked about the power of persuasion and this over-the-top self-confidence in leaders, which is a very top-down style of leadership,” says leadership expert Rob Nielsen, coauthor of Leading with Humility.

Research in the January 2014 issue of the Administrative Science Quarterly found that managers who exhibit traits of humility--such as seeking feedback and focusing on the needs of others--resulted in better employee engagement and job performance.

There’s a difference between being a humble leader and being wishy-washy or overly solicitous of others’ opinions, says Arron Grow, associate program director of the School of Applied Leadership at the City University of Seattle and author of How to Not Suck as a Manager.

Being humble doesn’t mean being a chump. Use humility to be more effective in these six ways.

1. BE OPEN TO OTHERS’ OPINIONS

Humble leaders seek input from others to ensure they have all the facts and are making decisions that are in the best interest of the team, Grow says. No one person has all the answers. If you think you do, then it’s probably time to reassess.

People want to work for people who value their opinions rather than ignore or dismiss them. Effectively humble leaders are comfortable asking for input and can just as easily be decisive when the situation calls for it, he adds.

2. TEND TO OTHERS’ NEEDS

Nielsen says team performance is typically much higher when team members believe their leaders are truly looking out for their best interests. That doesn’t mean hand-holding, but it does mean caring about the environment in which your team is working and ensuring that they have what they need to do a good job.

While intelligence and skill are typically good predictors of team performance, Nielsen says that the quality of humility--especially in a team’s leadership--can be a better performance predictor.

3. ADMIT MISTAKES

It’s tough to be more transparent and open--even those who consider themselves humble don’t want to look like they’ve messed up. But, as human beings we all make mistakes. When you’re willing to share your own missteps, and how you dealt with and recovered from them, you earn trust from your team, Grow says.

“I don’t mean that people need to be willing to fall on a sword," he adds. "But we should own up to what we do. Sometimes it’s good to share that with others--that we’re not infallible.”

4. ACCEPT AMBIGUITY

Many leaders want to control everything. But some things can’t be known up front or beforehand. You have to know when to take charge--or when to let go and not try to force everything to go your way, he says.

Sometimes, it’s important to admit that you don’t know the best answer, and wait until you have the best information to make a decision or change, Grow says.

5. SELF-REFLECT

Like many leadership skills, humility may not come easy to everyone. That’s why Nielsen says it’s important to engage in self-reflection.

One of the most powerful tools is to write in a journal. By chronicling what went well during your interactions or what you could have handled better, you can enhance your perspective and learn from your actions, Nielsen says. There’s almost always room for improvement.

6. LET PEOPLE DO THEIR JOBS

Micromanaging kills morale--and it isn’t very humble. Choose good people, train them, then “get out of the way and let them do their jobs,” Grow says. It can take humility to admit that your way isn’t the only way or even that some people are better at certain roles than you. The humble leader accepts these truths and allow other’s strengths to work for the good of the team or organization without interference, he says.

“When people are demonstrating these behaviors--self-awareness, perspective, openness to feedback and ideas, and appreciation of others--employees are saying: ‘Yes I’m happier in my job; I actually can perform at a higher level,’” Nielsen says. "There is an association between the humble leadership behaviors and those outcomes.”

Reflection Prompt:

Oedipus is obviously not a very humble leader. Does he possess any of the traits listed above? How might his story be different if he possessed more of them?

Do you believe humility is an important trait in a leader? Why/why not?

Directions:


Mark your confusion.


Show evidence of a close reading. Mark up the text with questions and comments.


Write a one-page reflection on your own sheet of paper.








