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Authentic Transformational Leadership
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Leading Your People As Your Brand
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You naturally want your brand to be successful, to reflect the values of your organisation, to meet the needs, wants and aspirations of your customers in your chosen market-places and to be supported and valued by your stakeholders. You also want all of the people associated with your brand to believe in and embody, in their behaviour, through the way they treat each other, customers and stakeholders, the values of your brand. Your brand is also based on what you and your people know - your intellectual capital - and on what you do with that capital in terms of providing goods and services that meet people’s needs, wants and aspirations and your contribution to the world in which you operate. If you value creativity and innovation you will want those practices and characteristics to be embodied in your brand and by your people. If they are factors which really do mark you out from your competitors, you will want your brand to stand for them as virtues of your operation, of your way of working and of the kind of organisation that you are and the people who embody it.

The Leader As Reputation Enhancer
Leaders need to regard the brand and reputation of their organisation as valuable as their financial assets. They need to recognise that the behaviour of their people is their "true" brand no matter how attractive their logo, catch phrases and packaging might look like. Deepening brand interactions and rising expectations of brands require leaders to take a closer look at how they manage the intangibles of knowledge, behaviour, trust and reputation. These are issues that are comprehensively addressed in "Beyond Branding", Kogan Page, 2003.
Effective and aware leaders know that the reputation of their organisation is one of its most vital assets and that how they behave has a major impact on 
that reputation and their own individual reputation. They know that they will be seen as the embodiment of the corporate reputation and that they cannot stand apart from it. They know that the values which their beliefs and resulting behaviours personify create that reputation just as much as the quality, reliability and price of their products and services. They know that how they behave will be copied and emulated throughout the organisation. They know that in an economy where many have a stake in how their business performs that reputation is one of the key determinants of shareholder value. They are aware that in the increasingly sophisticated and fast communications environment we now operate in that reputation management is an ever-present challenge. Bad news about a company or its slowness to respond to problems of an environmental or social nature, can damage reputations dramatically within hours. In the fast moving world of the internet reputation recovery is as likely to be in the hands of consumers as in yours. The larger the operations of an organisation, and the greater the diversity of those operations, then the bigger the challenge of reputation management will be.
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Aware leaders know that they cannot control this from their position and that they need to establish a culture whose norms are such that environmental and socially divisive actions will not be taken by its employees and that when problems or disasters occur they are handled sensitively by their people in line with their brand and company values.
For consumers to buy their products or services a company’s brand values must create a feeling of trust in the product or service. The heightened service and quality expectations of customers in today’s marketplace raises the bar on the level of trust they want to place in a brand and is changing the form that their trust will take. For anything more than a single or random purchase the values of a brand must create an 
emotional commitment to it if consumers are going to put their trust in it.

Aware leaders know that in our increasingly digital world the new communications technologies have significantly empowered customers who can now network with each other, reach many other brands that they would never previously have known of and be able to compare the brand promises of each as part of their decision making process on which one to put their trust in. Aware leaders know that the way their people interact through ICT and beyond it with their customers can either reinforce and add value to the promise of the brand or destroy it. They know that the growth of relationship marketing and one-to-one marketing all increase the premium on trust and reputation and the need for increased integrity in how their people operate. If many more customers are going to give producers permission to interact with them directly, regularly and on their chosen agenda, then the organisation cannot afford to abuse the trust that is implicit in such a relationship.

Leaders who care about their customers, and how their people empower them to purchase their products and services, are increasingly creating what are called "customer-centric" brands and "passion-brands", both of which require high levels of trust to create and to sustain their reputations.

Aware leaders know they have to keep under review all the interactions of their people with customers, stakeholders, opinion formers, government and the media across all that they do, both through formal trading activities and the many informal activities that organisations can become involved in. At the same time these leaders understand that they can no longer "control" all of the "touch-points" through which their people communicate with and interact with their customers.

Authentic Transformational Leadership Transforms Brand
We term the kinds of aware and effective leadership highlighted above Authentic Transformational Leadership. While most business leaders know that corporate identity, marketing, communications, governance, social values, product development, customer service, culture, accumulated knowledge and past events all contribute to brand, reputation and trust, authentic and transformational leaders know that transparency and wholehearted engagement is key to customers perception of their operations and their trust in their brand. Authentic leaders transform their organisations relationships with their customers by constant engagement and purposeful dialogue. This can take many forms but good practices include dialogue on quality and product fulfilment, encouraging customers to take 
part in identifying product innovations and ideas for new products, and, more mundanely, admitting mistakes when they are made and putting them right as speedily as possible at no cost to the customer.

Authentic transformational leaders know that irrespective of how a brand is positioned, it is the experience of customers with their people and their subsequent advocacy about them to others, that creates the desired powerful brand identity of trust and reputation. Organisations whose employees demonstrate empathy, belief, association with their brand and its values and exemplary and customer-centric service, will win in the market-place and enhance their reputation. Organisations with authentic values, beliefs and behaviours that "touch" all their employees, which are seen by customers to be consistently validating the trust they place in them through all their "touch points" with their customers, will prosper.

Observable authentic and transformational leadership behaviours include;
· Behaviours in line with the brand values; 

· Modelling behaviour for employees on how to treat each other and customers; 

· Actively listening to what employees, customers, stakeholders and the media have to say about the organisation; 

· Involving customers and stakeholders in determining brand values; 

· Creatively using ICT, the web and the internet to reach customers on a one-to-one basis and gain their permission to converse with them; 

· Personally dealing with customers complaints about loss of trust in their brands and is demonstrably seen to repair the damage; 

· Empowering their employees to "touch" their customers, stakeholders and the media to increase the reach of the organisation; 

· Reaching out beyond the organisation into the community to participate and support in order to maintain and grow reputation; 
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