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The start of an exciting journey 

 

"One can choose to go back toward safety or forward toward growth. Growth must be 

chosen again and again; fear must be overcome again and again."  

 

Abraham Maslow - American psychologist 

 

How do you develop and prosper in a medium to larger organisation? Intellect and cognitive 

ability certainly go a long way towards achieving this. However, some other capabilities and 

skills play an important role. The tips that follow assisted me in my 43-year journey in the 

corporate world that spanned multiple continents.  

The tips are broken down into bite-size chunks and you do not have to read the guide from 

cover to cover and only then start implementing the ideas. Start small and move on from 

there. There is no deadline, however, the sooner you start the journey of discovery the better. 

My aim is for you to fast-track your career by using the tips. A word of warning though, do 

not follow them blindly as each organisation has a unique culture, operating model, and 

people dynamic. You need to assess the situation before springing into action.  Most actions 

I have described should however be relevant.  

And finally, don’t be daunted by the number of pages. Please start the journey NOW. 
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The Content 

I structured the guide into various topics grouped around broader themes. It is up to you how 

you want to approach the various topics and ideas. An end-to-end read followed by focussing 

on a few ideas or tackling the content theme by them is one approach. A topic at a time is 

another. JUST GET STARTED. 
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Section 2 – A Personal Journey 
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❖ Listen and interact with customers     20  

❖ Embrace opportunities and grow     24 

❖ Criticizing and nothing else really makes you unpopular  27 

❖ Nobody is indispensable, become indispensable   29 

❖ Resilience in the face of adversity     32 

❖ Make your boss look good      35 

❖ You cannot create time      37 

 

Section 3 – Mastering the Organisation 

❖ Learning to draw the company logo     40 
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❖ Know what rules you cannot break     46 

❖ Identify the gatekeepers to make life easier    49 

 

Section 4 – Leading the Teams 
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❖ Staff are humans after all      58 

❖ Keep the team on your side      61 

❖ Make the bloody meetings work for you    64 

❖ Take ownership in good and bad times    68 

❖ Help others in need       71 

❖ Develop relationships in and outside the organisation  73  
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Section 5 – General Topics 

❖ Here are bonus ideas, you earned it     78 

❖ Life is short, sometimes you must laugh    86 

 

Conclusion 

❖ Good luck on your journey       92 
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Why a guide? 

No one specific event triggered this guide, it is a culmination of events and the content has 

evolved. The act of committing keyboard to text (pen to paper for older readers) came about 

after I was approached by a young graduate who was working in a highly competitive 

corporate entity and struggling to make sense of the environment. Secondly, my involvement 

with mentoring staff trying to develop themselves had prompted me to make notes to assist 

in the sessions.  

Thirdly, since leaving the corporate world, I began documenting ideas in anticipation of the 

mentoring sessions. What became clear in these sessions was that I needed to devise a more 

structured approach for my ideas to ensure the interventions flowed and that my mentees 

obtained the most from the interactions. Subsequently people have also asked me to share 

my experiences and a guide seemed the best way to broadly distribute the knowledge.  

This guide is not meant to replace a mentor/mentee relationship. Personal interaction still, 

and always will, play an important role in one’s development. The guide adds the convenience 

of being able to refer back to a topic when required and will serve as a reminder when paging 

through the content. 

 

Are we ever too old and wise to learn? 

NO. Yes, several of these tips are common sense, but one thing I have learned over the years 

is that it helps to be reminded of these from time to time. So, if you feel that I have insulted 
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your intelligence by repeating tips that are common sense to you, I apologise. I however am 

sure there will be some that are new to you.   

 

Taking the learning forward 

What I have done at the end of each chapter is pose a question or highted an action for you 

to undertake, or reflect on, that relates to the content covered. This is aimed to assist you to 

take the learnings to the next level and provide some assistance in implementation of this 

learning. The questions and actions that result from these can also be documented and 

reviewed from time to time. It’s an ongoing journey and it would be insightful for you to read 

the guide from time to time to see what the actual outcomes have been. 

 

These are my thoughts and ideas 

At the outset I must say that the material constitutes my thoughts and approaches and not 

that of any of the individual or companies I have worked for. I have learned from working with 

many brilliant, good, and thankfully, few bad people over the years. Through these 

experiences I am trying to help those who follow develop at an increasing pace. This learning 

has come from working with people and being influenced by various sources of knowledge, 

including courses, guides, seminars, meetings, and observation.  

There were exceptional leaders I have been privileged to work for who have influences my 

journey. The same can be said for teammates, peers and staff who have made a meaningful 
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contribution to my journey. It is however not possible to link each insight to a particular 

person or event as life’s lessons are learnt at any time, place or circumstance. 

Often, an insight seems to just happen, and you have a ‘’Eureka’’ moment. This could be in 

the shower, while travelling, or on the golf course. Never discount these because they were 

not formed in a formal learning environment.  

You will notice that I do not mention the name of my employer or department. This is 

purposefully done as I am mindful that by mentioning company names, you automatically 

bring in your perception about the company to the table. This, I feel, would hamper the 

potential learnings that could be achieved.  

Throughout this guide I urge you to read and consult as widely as possible in your journey. 

Where relevant I refer you to an author, a treatise, or ‘’Doctor Google’’ for more in-depth 

information. There are far more cleverer people than me, use their insights and learn from 

them as well. 

 

My own journey 

Let me upfront be clear that I did not always follow these tips, to my detriment in some cases. 

There is nothing however that you can do to change the past, I had to learn from my mistakes 

and move on. Importantly, you do not begin the corporate journey on day one and know 

everything. It is a learning process. I therefore may only have learnt a skill later in my career. 

What is covered here is to try fast track you on your journey.    
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Those who know me are aware of my sense of humour.  Expect some quips throughout this 

guide. Life is tough, there are a lot of challenges, so why not have some fun while learning?   

As you will see later, I worked in cities, towns, and villages around the world and am trying to 

bring a broader perspective to the learnings. This is not an autobiography, although some of 

the chapters do cover specific events in my career. This guide has never been intended to be 

my life story. I am also not trying to be controversial and pick on people. That I will leave to 

others who want to drive sales of their books.  

Suffice to say that I was fortunate enough to be involved in the evolution and introduction of 

many of the financial services and channels that are widely accepted today. Looking back, I 

am proud of the value I added and still get a kick when watching people making payments 

and checking out their bank accounts.  

 

The implications of the coronavirus on the workplace 

Any recently developed guide or book would not be complete without some reference to the 

Covid-19 pandemic. We are only seeing the beginning of its impact on individuals, businesses 

and governments. Over time much will be written, discussed and protested about as people 

comes to grips with the impact of what has happened to society as we know it. I will not be 

so brave as to predict any specific trend, but rather make some comments about what I have 

witnessed.  

The virus has actually fast-tracked the remote worker, many of whom are now operating from 

home. The impact of this includes a greater emphasis on self-management, balancing work 
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and family time, managing your work in a home environment, and remote team leadership. 

There will undoubtedly be more impacts that emerge as the workplace evolves once the initial 

crisis moves on. Importantly, it’s having a marked impact on mental health, please don’t 

ignore your own, colleagues, and friends if they show signs of not coping. 

Expect new research and best practices to emerge and influence the workplace. These will 

need everyone to adapt and accept the new way of working. Be mindful of this and see how 

best you can operate within the structures. These changes will certainly favour early adopters 

who are prepared to experiment to find the correct balance.   

 

Some final introductory thoughts 

This guide has been developed to assist you on your journey in an organisation.  It is by no 

means a comprehensive guide covering all the topics relevant to this journey. No, it’s not a 

cop-out on my part. The journey in life is ever-changing and I have tried to cover what I think 

is the major areas that can assist you.  

If you want to explore a specific aspect of your journey, then please contact me and we can 

discuss the issue. The important message is that if you regard something as important, then 

it needs to be explored.  

 Finally, if you see something you believe is your idea or insight and you feel I have used it 

without acknowledgement, please let me know. As mentioned elsewhere, this is a 

compilation of ideas, actions and learning gather over four decades and in interactions with 

thousands of people.  
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Academic and formal qualifications are important but do not flaunt them 

“Education is what they equip you with; just in case your dream doesn't work out.” 

Mokokoma Mokhonoana – South African philosopher and social critic 

One of those crazy notions. Not really, but it talks to the essence of leadership. You do not 

obtain respect or perform in an organisation just by your academic or formal qualification, 

but rather by how you apply the learning and insights. The applicability of this importantly 

goes beyond just leaders, it is relevant to team members as well. And I am not only talking 

about your department or divisional team, it includes cross-functional teams. 

Importantly, academic qualifications are valuable and equip you with knowledge and insights 

to benefit to you and the organisation. In these days of 

online and modular educational delivery, education and 

training have become more accessible to those wanting 

to be educated and continue to explore further learning.  

I can recall on several occasions in my career when the 

qualifications card was pulled and thrown onto the 

table. In retrospect I would attribute that to those folks that are insecure about themselves 

and what they bring to the table. My view is that these qualifications are, to use the 

cardplaying scenario, a ticket to get you a seat at the table. You then still must play the game 

and perform.  

Interestingly team dynamics often worked against the qualification obsessed person and the 

group dynamics worked them out of the system. One of the best put-down lines I remember 

‘’Qualifications are a ticket to 

get you a seat at the table. You 

then still must play the game 

and perform’’ 
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was when a consultant said to our team that he had an MBA and would enlighten us on how 

to do our job. The loud stage whisper from one of our team that followed was ''oh, a master 

of bugger all''. Meeting over. 

Remember, not everyone had the privilege or right (no getting into that discussion here) to 

be exposed to or achieve post-matric academic qualifications in South Africa and had to work 

themselves up through the ranks. Some of the best performers I know have no tertiary 

education, but they had an insight, knowledge, and a willingness to learn, and expertise that 

fellow team members can only aspire to. If consistently spoken down to, or having the 

qualifications card thrown into the mix, can cause resentment and a lack of willingness to help 

the so-called ‘’clever person’’. There are many subtle ways to put them in their place or work 

this ‘’clever person’’ out, but I am not going to advocate you implementing any actions.  

In the recent past, what academic or career-oriented activities did you do during the Covid-

19 pandemic lockdown? There was no sport to watch, eating out was banned, shows and 

nightclubs were closed, and you were stuck at home. Maybe you were working from home, 

but work should not consume 24 hours a day. In my case, while trying to teach this old dog 

new tricks, I used Udemy to sign up for several courses related to my current activities and 

became a YouTube addict (better than a counterfeit cigarette addiction).  

 

A question: What 4 new career or academic learning activities are you going to do by the end 

of the year? 
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Give Away what you Want 

“From what we get, we can make a living; what we give, however, makes a life.” 

Arthur Ashe - American professional tennis player 

It sounds crazy to give away what you want. While many will perhaps initially misunderstand 

this, it is something that is key to one succeeding both in your private and business life. Let 

me explain. 

I was exposed to this concept when the executive saw the need for the leadership team to 

work closely together with our outsource partners.  It was at a time when there was mistrust 

between the teams, backstabbing, and friction. At one meeting tempers flared to such a level 

that we almost experienced an international boxing title fight. That was an eyeopener. Things 

needed to change, and a clear head was necessary.   

As part of the process of change we held a joint training 

session spanning over a few days at a remote venue and 

worked through several issues. One of the many lessons 

from the learning was the concept of ‘’giving away what 

you want’’. 

In the rather tense environment this was a bit difficult to get our heads around initially, but 

once we worked through some example’s things became a lot clearer. Forcing both sides to 

listen to the other, without allowing any sparring sessions, we started the process of 

practically understanding what this concept was all about. And, importantly this exercise 

‘Giving away what you want is a 

concept that extends way 

beyond the business 

environment’’ 
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clearly showed that this concept extends way beyond the business environment as you will 

see from the practical examples below. 

Now what should you give away. For starters there is no definitive list, here are a few relevant 

examples: 

❖ Treating people with respect  

❖ Dealing with people on a professional basis 

❖ Listening to what is being said 

❖ Acknowledging other’s views 

❖ Provide constructive input  

❖ Respect people of other races, religions, gender, and capabilities 

❖ Consider the other person’s life circumstances 

❖ Respect boundaries such as not holding regular unplanned after-hours 

meetings 

The above examples show how I would expect others to treat me. Hopefully, these examples 

show what I mean by the concept. I am sure many of these are what you want in life anyway, 

it is up to you how you give them away. 

Later, a number of these concepts are explored in more detail. There will be more that are 

relevant to yourself, it is an ongoing journey as you understand yourself better and then treat 

others accordingly. In defining what you want, just Google the concept. You will be amazed 

at what resources there are on this topic. 

A question: In both your personal and work life, what 5 things do you want to give away? 
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Know who you are 

“Knowing yourself is the beginning of all wisdom” 

Aristotle 

Before you enter the workplace, or even a new position, it is useful to first spend time 

understanding yourself, including your capabilities, expertise, blind spots, and underlying 

values. Being self-aware can help you to in your journey both in how you fit into the current 

situation and when making career decisions.  Understanding your personality type will help 

you understand why you react in a certain way and in what situations you should rely on 

others who have particular personality traits. Several reputable tools are available, and your 

Human Resources team may well require you to complete these assessments.  

One of these assessments that I have completed and have 

many of my mentees also participate is the Understand 

Myself assessment (www.understandmyself.com). This 

assessment model allows you to complete a self-

assessment in less than an hour and provides you with 

comprehensive feedback. The feedback, in a detailed 

report will provide you with the knowledge needed to manage your interactions.  This is a 

scientifically proven assessment that has been in operation for decades.  I would seriously 

suggest that if you have not already undertaken any personality assessment you complete 

this one. There is a small charge, but it is well worth it.  

All of us have allowable weaknesses. A personality assessment allows you to better 

understand yourself and highlights those areas that are not your strong points. This is 

‘‘Knowing what you are good at 

can assist you to overcome those 

traits that hamper you’’ 
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invaluable in your dealings with others as you have the tools to approach a situation.  By 

understanding your strengths, you are also able to use these to overcome the areas where 

you are less strong. You will not regret the time spent on this. 

 

A question: What are your strong personality traits and are these being exploited in your 

current role?      

 

  



 

20 | P a g e  
 

Listen to, interact with, and understand your customers in good and bad times 

“Get closer than ever to your customers. So close that you tell them what they need well 

before they realize it themselves.”  

Steve Jobs – American Entrepreneur  

So often I saw colleagues shy away from interacting with customers, especially when those 

customers are complaining.   While it is unpleasant to be shouted at, and both you and your 

organisation being called names that are unrepeatable in print, you do learn.  An additional 

benefit of this, if you are in a leadership role, is demonstrating to staff that you are leading 

from the front.  

Importantly, while most of the following section deals 

with managing complaints, do not forget that there are 

valuable insights to be gained from normal customer 

interaction. I am not going to go into too much detail on 

how to deal with service failures. There are enough 

books, trainers, YouTube videos, seminars, and 

smoothly-dressed consultants who will gladly assist you in developing these processes. 

This first-hand feedback, once you get through the vitriol and anger from the complainant, 

includes why some aspect of the service does not work for a certain segment or all the market. 

Ideas to improve the service comes out in these discussions and once resolved you can turn 

the complainant into an ambassador. Remember that not all dissatisfied customers complain, 

‘’An important set of customers 

is the staff in the organisation. 

They are either your biggest 

supporters or greatest critics.’’ 
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many just walk away and tell their friends, or try creating a Twitter frenzy to try to feel 

important or become a so-called ''influencer''. 

This interaction with the customer is especially true when you progress up the corporate 

ladder as you can make decisions on the spot and resolve many issues the first time you deal 

with the customer. You also soon enough realize how much, or little, you know about the 

business when being interrogated by an individual customer or a group of airline pilots.   

In the latter case we set up an hour meeting one afternoon about two weeks after I joined a 

new division. A small group of us met with the leaders who had several issues regarding their 

business credit cards.  Remember these folks are in control of huge complex machines and 

have many hours in the cockpit (while the autopilot is doing the flying) to think about various 

topics, including managing the overseas allowances that are channeled via a card and the 

frequent flyer miles they earn on transactions.  Needless to say, the meeting overran by many 

hours and fortunately we did not hold up any of the overseas departures that evening. Here 

again we received valuable feedback and addressed many of the issues with them.  And, I still 

remain friends with some of their team today.    

In the context of listening to customers another important set of customers is the staff in the 

organisation. They can be your biggest supporters or your greatest critics. In all my years of 

developing new offerings I can unequivocally say that staff is by far our biggest critics. 

Remember, they also have a vested interest in the company and might be in positions that 

require them to interact with customers.   
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Branch or regional visits, having feedback sessions in your area and anonymous surveys all 

contribute to obtaining feedback and suggestions. I have found that those staff who feel they 

cannot be heard tend to either become frustrated or disruptive in an organisation. This does 

not assist in achieving your goals.  

The feedback sessions do not have to always include formal sessions and agendas. A chat over 

coffee, or while walking to a meeting, can suffice. Just be careful with informal discussions, if 

one person is seen to be hogging the bosses’ time, other team members may start ostracizing 

them or, correctly in some cases, think their boss and the staff member are having an affair. 

In the latter case it is amazing how they think nobody notices. If nothing else, the new gym 

routine, smart new suits, or the two of them repeatedly missing return flights from distant 

venues give them away.  

Another good and sometimes perilous practice is to pilot a new service with staff before 

releasing it to customers. We included not only the team that has developed the product or 

service but those who have not been involved in any of the initial development. My reason is 

that those involved in the development can often get too close to the product and ''cannot 

see the wood for the trees''. Other staff can look at things ''cold'' and give feedback based on 

not being previously involved.   

If the process involving the staff is managed well this feedback is extremely useful and 

highlights issues that the development team needs to look at. If the pilot and feedback are 

handled badly, there can be grave consequences. Spend time thinking about how to manage 

the expected tone of group sessions and what feedback loops you will use requires thought. 
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I have been involved in particularly good feedback loops. Conversely, I have been involved in 

launches that were delayed because of how the feedback loop was mismanaged.  

Staff who participate, especially from other areas of the organisation, as I said earlier, are a 

valuable source of feedback but can derail the overall process. They often go back to their 

teams and provide feedback, sadly omitting the context and exclusions of the launch. These 

exclusions may mean that not all features will be switch on, manual payments made to 

accounts, delayed reporting will occur, and that the device would only work at specific times.  

Even if negative feedback from a team member to their boss, if managed correctly by their 

team’s bosses, who hopefully have taken note of the executive level communication, the 

process of refinement can continue. However, if the feedback is taken out of proportion and 

context, it can cause issues. A product launch was delayed for a substantial period after a pilot 

because of the misinformation (fake news in today speak) that was generated. Clearly fake 

news was around in the bygone days.  

The upshot of the fake news was that the product was discussed at an executive level meeting 

where unfortunately none of the executives involved in the project were present. Needless 

to say, a decree was issued to stop everything, and it took considerable time to unwind the 

impact of the fake news. We learned a valuable lesson on that project, i.e. make sure any 

communication is clear in what is included and what is excluded and pay special attention to 

informing the executives in the company.      

A question: When last did you interact with a customer or colleague who has a complaint and 

what did you learn from the interaction? 
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Embrace opportunities and grow 

“If somebody offers you an amazing opportunity but you are not sure you can do it, say yes 

– then learn how to do it later.” 

Richard Branson – British entrepreneur 

There are many opportunities to grow, it is how you embrace them that matters.  This can 

include both formal training and education, taking on a new role in the organisation, being 

mentored by someone, or focusing on becoming more knowledgeable about your area of 

responsibility. 

Integral to this debate, in my view, is whether you see yourself as a specialist or generalist. 

Specialists focus on a particular business function and 

become the go-to person in a function. Examples include, 

but is not limited to, competition law experts, tax 

accountants, and product management professionals. 

Every organisation needs them and over time they can 

progress far up the organisational chart or become solidly 

entrenched in a specific role. In the latter case they are happy to remain in a role and their 

aspirations do not include attaining the top executive positions.   

The other concept is that of a generalist who gains experience in various areas of the 

organisation as they move up the hierarchy or are happy to stay at a specific level and not 

take on greater responsibility. Over time the generalist picks up a broad understanding of the 

organisation’s business.  

‘’There are many opportunities 

to grow, it’s how you embrace 

them that matters.’’ 
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In my view, both are necessary and the route you choose depends on a host of personal 

factors including your personality type and life goals. Reach out to someone should you need 

guidance.  

The bottom line is that you can change between the two as you develop and grow. You are 

not stuck on one path. I know of one colleague who successfully transitioned from a specialist 

accountant to general branch management later in his career. My only word of caution is do 

not jump around too much. You may well end up becoming known as a professional salary 

increase seeker or someone who wants the result without taking the journey. An author 

worth reading is Malcolm Gladwell. His books The Tipping Point and Outliers have some useful 

insights and ideas that you may wish to consider.  

In my case, I was predominantly a generalist in my early career but specialised in card and 

payment solutions later by using the knowledge and expertise I gained in the early part of my 

journey. Some of my moves required a serious leap of faith, both for my bosses and myself. 

In my case, many of these moves satisfied my yearning for knowledge and new challenges.  

Regarding a leap of faith and maybe being naïve, a move springs to mind. In perfect hindsight, 

which is so easy, this was one of the most challenging jobs I ever moved into. I cannot ever 

recall being sworn at or criticized by customers, and staff, more than in that role. It was 

equivalent to changing a car tyre while racing down the freeway. Those were interesting and 

challenging times and certainly helped in crisis management.  

Another opportunity, and to a large extent, being forced to grow, was the three times in my 

career I took over a senior position that had been vacant for over a year,  or in several others 
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created a new job. In one case, my predecessors jumped before they were pushed, so there 

was no real handover. In other instances, the person had accepted another job in the 

organisation and was already under pressure to perform in the new role or had simply left 

the organisation. Why is this then an opportunity to grow? It allowed me to formulate my 

ideas of the areas, and together with using the various management reports formulate a 

battle plan.  

A final point on specialists and generalists. Specialists must appreciate and respect the wider 

business context and likewise the generalist should not be too proud to utilize the 

competencies of the specialist. That is a win-win situation for all. 

 

A question: What growth opportunities did you take over the last 12 months and how do you 

benefit from this?  
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Criticizing by itself is no help and makes you unpopular 

"I have yet to find the man, however, exalted his station, who did not do better work and 

put forth greater effort under a spirit of approval than under a spirit of criticism." 

Charles Schwab – American banking entrepreneur  

This is something that extends beyond the realms of business, it permeates daily life.  It is so 

easy to sit on the sidelines and criticise, and then have no suggested way forward or possible 

solution.  Having been involved in innovations for the bulk of my career I often saw this. 

Everyone is a marketing or product expert, yet not many provide objective and actionable 

input.  

Adding new product features, as opposed to copying other 

existing competitor services, can be a difficult task as you 

are often creating the demand for the feature while you 

are creating functionality. The Steve Jobs quote elsewhere 

is truly relevant to this point as well.  When launching new 

services or devices we were having to stay a few steps 

ahead of the customers to ensure we were on a journey that once launched we brought them 

with us.  

This entailed experimenting, sometimes on the fly, with alternatives and learning as we 

experimented. The multi-disciplinary team accepted this, and feedback and comments were 

encouraged. However, some of the team’s superiors, who were not as close to the project as 

their staff, would find a business need to provide feedback. This was welcomed if constructive 

‘’It is so easy to sit on the 

sidelines and criticise, and then 

have no suggested way forward 

or possible solution.’’ 

 



 

28 | P a g e  
 

but sometimes if all we got was that ‘’it would not work’’, or ‘’the customers don’t need the 

feature’’. This is dispiriting and not helpful without constructive feedback or suggestions, 

especially to the team members from that person’s area.  

Any criticism with no substantiation creates uncertainty and staff then are operating in a 

vacuum, not knowing what their boss is thinking, other than it is not going to work. Do not 

leave staff in limbo, it creates instability, and they can become reticent to try off-the-wall 

ideas as their boss, who pays and promotes them, is not providing constructive feedback.  

A classic example of criticizing accompanied by little input happened during the coronavirus 

pandemic. Social media posts were scathing of actions taken, rightly so in many cases, but 

many lacked any alternative or constructive suggestions. The non-subject matter experts on 

Facebook, WhatsApp, and especially Twitter had a field day. Some built a flag-waving 

following who helped cause even further confusion. Everyone has the right to freedom of 

expression, but with it comes the need to act responsibly.   

 

A question: Think of the last time you criticised an idea, product or concept, what type of 

feedback did you give and was the feedback constructive. If not, how else could you have 

provided the feedback?  
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Nobody is indispensable, become indispensable 

“If you make yourself indispensable to your employer, he is not going to part  

with you in a hurry no matter what it costs him.” 

Robert Baden-Powell - Founder of world-wide Scout Movement 

It sounds like I am contradicting myself, not at all. 

Many executives and employees reach a point in their career where they face a situation 

where they feel trapped. Their cost-to-company remuneration is higher than the average 

across their job grade, and their skills level are being caught up by the younger or newer 

employees. They then feel vulnerable especially when the bosses start saying that nobody is 

indispensable.  

In South Africa, the need to transform the workforce to 

be more relevant is a constant reality and is becoming 

more urgent in any medium or larger organisation.  

Continually looking over your shoulder to see if you are 

going to keep your access card (stay employed) is not 

conducive to your health and continual stress impacts 

your productivity. So, one weapon in your arsenal is to become ''indispensable''. What follows 

is my journey that aims to provide you with some ideas into the thinking and process followed. 

A decision that evolved just after the dawn of the new millennium was that I needed to 

become indispensable given what was happening in the country and business place. So how 

did I work towards this? 

“If you make yourself 

indispensable to your employer, 

he is not going to part with you 

in a hurry no matter what it 

costs him.’’ 
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As a starting point, I had to take a long hard look at myself, my life and job goals, what I would 

realistically achieve, what I was good at, and what were my blind spots, and what the 

leadership considered as my worth and future roles in the organisation.  I was also under no 

illusions that I was destined for executive roles.  

Each person is different, and this introspection is an important first step to make it relevant 

for oneself. I must add that it was not a project with timelines and deadlines. It evolved over 

a period as I mulled over several options.  

What assisted in triggering this, as I recall, was that one day it dawned on me that over five 

years I had reported to seven different executives. I felt that I was a trainer and just as 

someone really grasped the relevance of what my area did for them and the value we 

brought; we were moved on the organisational chart. I had no issues with my reporting line, 

the executives were people I respected.  

I however felt vulnerable as there was little to no chance to develop any meaningful working 

relationships with them, and concurrently there was a period of politicking in executive ranks 

and part of my portfolio was being targeted for a land grab. We were also going through one 

of many right-sizing consultant-driven programmes that is not pleasant and often created 

unnecessary stress.    

Concurrent to the personal journey I spent time looking at where the industry was going, and 

what opportunities were either there already or emerging. Additionally, it was my research 

into the new type of skills that were going to be needed, and I overlaid this onto the current 

organisation’s and particularly at my envisaged level in the hierarchy.  
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What I confirmed was that the card and payment ecosystems were growing, and this would 

continue exponentially. That was an area where I would want to become ‘’indispensable’’, 

even though nobody is indispensable. A further advantage I had was a good understanding 

and knowledge about the business. I was also already known in the industry and had many 

contacts.  I then embarked on focusing on these opportunities and even turned down a job 

transfer as, for one reason, it was going to diverge from where I wanted to become 

‘’indispensable’’.  

Why did I go into so much detail? Well, it is to give you some idea of how my thinking unfolded 

and the steps I took. You can follow them or create your own, the important thing is to achieve 

what you want.  

And did I succeed? I believe I did, and in the process had some unforgettable experiences and 

working with people that are leaders in their field, some even world leaders in technology. 

We launched some ground-breaking new services, some that were world-firsts that even 

required amendments to the laws of the countries.  I was able to add value not only locally 

but worked in other countries and have no regrets that I followed the route I did. Even now 

after many years I still get a sense of pride when looking at what I contributed to as it works 

every day around the world.  

And was I ‘’indispensable’’, well I worked there for 43 years and initiated my early retirement 

from the organisation rather than falling foul of a retrenchment exercise. You be the judge. 

A question: What actions have you taken in the last 3 months to make yourself indispensable 

to the organisation?  
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Resilience in the face of adversity 

‘’Do not judge me by my success, judge me by how many times I fell down and got back up 

again.”  

Nelson Mandela – stateman and world leader 

In business, as in life, nothing goes perfectly, and we face setbacks. Things will not always go 

according to plan either in the business or personal arena.  

The concept of resilience and adaptability goes back thousands of years to around 500BC 

when the Chinese military leader and strategist, Sun Tzu, published a treatise called The Art 

of War. The treatise goes way beyond this topic and I seriously suggest you read the lessons 

that he documents. These will be valuable to you on your 

journey through the corporate world and life. Some of 

the themes are included below.       

Moving back to current day reality, let us look at some 

examples of where adversity can strike in the corporate 

world. A new product proposal is rejected, a half-

implemented sales strategy cancelled, a ban on travel and an action plan rejected are such 

examples. Let’s not forget the impact on business from the Covid-19 pandemic.  Added to this 

could be a corporate restructure or closure of a business unit where the executive at a level 

way above your pay grade makes the decision. These events have little or nothing to do with 

you as an individual. At a more personal level you could be ignored for a promotion, 

“The aim is to win the war, do 

not sacrifice this objective by 

trying to win the specific battle 

at all costs.’’ 
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unilaterally moved to another position, have a pet project of yours closed, or unusually rated 

as a poor performer.   

In your personal life there will always be something that adversely impacts you. A car that 

breaks down when you going on an important date, you miss a putt that loses you the match, 

your cousin Rambo publicly belittles your physique, or your tongue runs away from you after 

too many drinks. Do not forget the Facebook, WhatsApp, and Twitter rants that the wrong 

people may see (more about that in later sections). 

These events will have a major impact on you, your aspirations and plans, and how you react 

to them is important. You could, at the extremes, mope around and become unproductive, 

leave the organisation or group, or accept the decision and move on. A much-often quote by 

the Dalai Lama reminds us that while we cannot change the past, we can shape the future.  

In the business world, when the executives make a strategic decision, they need to consider 

several factors including the strategic direction of the business, the competitive environment, 

financial, operational, and human resources, and the impact on the broader community.  

You may not be privy to the various issues faced by the executive and have not considered 

these when thinking about the decision. Responding publicly to these decisions is acceptable; 

just however understand the battle you are going into and choose your battle carefully. The 

aim is to win the war, do not sacrifice this objective by trying to win the specific battle at all 

costs.  

When adversity impacts you directly and in your personal life, how you bounce back is 

important. Again, there are many ways for you to show your resilience, it largely depends on 
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the specific situation. If you feel a need to develop your coping and resilience mechanisms 

there are many life coaches, books, and online educational material that can help you. 

No, I am not copping out, suggestions from my side include accepting that change has 

happened and moving on, taking a decision on the next steps, and asking yourself if the 

situation is really that bad.   

I was careful to pick my fights, however on more than one occasion I stuck my head above 

the parapet in fighting the battle having lost sight of the end objective. That is where my 

friends and colleagues came in handy and gave me advice and suggestions on how to modify 

my approach.  

In summary, adversity will strike in many forms, it is how you stand up afterward and continue 

the journey that is important as it will contribute to how you shape the future. You must 

eventually remove your head from the sand, the sooner the better. 

 

A question: How did you respond to hearing that a friend, colleague or family member tested 

positive for the Covid-19 virus? 
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Make your boss look like a superhero 

In the movie The Devil Wears Prada, Miranda Priestley’s assistant stealthily walks alongside 

Miranda at a party and whispers who each guest is into the boss’s ear so she will seem like 

she remembers everyone 

Movie - The Devil Wears Prada 

So, is this arse creeping? Not at all, but it can be perceived as such if you do it wrong. Just as 

I cover in the Give away what you Want section, this relates to trying to make sure your boss, 

and by implication, you and the team are informed, prepared, and seen as competent.  There 

is a book Serve Up; Coach Down by Nathan Jamail that was published in 2018 that is well 

worth the read. He explores this in detail and provides constructive ideas on how to both 

interact with your boss and your teams. In other words, be 

a solution provider, not only a problem conveyor. 

A practical example of this serving upwards is if you find out 

that the IT system is down, you contact your boss to inform 

them of the situation. Wherever possible give them an 

update of what happened, what is being done to resolve the 

matter, and a time when you will provide more information.  

How does this help? Well, any of the senior executives in the organisation or a customer may 

become aware of the issue. Their wife or mother's credit card with a gazillion Rand available 

was declined at a shop, their domestic helper was double-debited for loan repayment, a 

senior government official was stuck in Paris as their new card was not delivered on time are 

“interact with your boss and 

your teams and be a solution 

provider, not only a problem 

conveyor.’’ 
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some of the reasons that I encountered over the years. Imagine you receiving this call and 

you were not aware of the situation.  

Yes, it is not always possible to be completely informed, but being made out to not know what 

is going on in your business is not easy to swallow.    

So, when contacted your boss would not be surprised and unaware of the issue. Your boss 

could proactively contact the senior executives to give the facts and reduce the chances of 

fake news. These actions by yourself can best be described as someone who provides value 

beyond their job description.  

Making the boss look good is not only something that preempts problems, but it can also be 

used to celebrate victories and create opportunities. For example, providing an update before 

receiving it via e-mail, reminding them of their boss’s birthday, and providing some new 

insights before attending a meeting.  Another example is providing a marked-up and 

annotated copy of a lengthy report where you highlight the main points rather than having 

the boss read through unnecessary verbiage. 

You know what is relevant to report, just do not overuse these channels as they will be 

regarded as junk mail eventually and your calls or WhatsApp rejected. 

Another benefit of this way of operating is allowing the boss to see the worth that you and 

the team are to his or her area. This is especially relevant if you are working remotely.  Please 

remember that not all bosses are the same, especially those who are insecure and see you as 

a threat, especially if by showing your understanding of the business, so be careful.  

A question: What 2 new things can you do tomorrow to make your boss look like a hero? 
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Even you cannot create time 

“He who every morning plans the transactions of that day and follows that plan carries a 

thread that will guide him through the labyrinth of the most busy life.”  

Victor Hugo - French poet, novelist, and dramatist 

In these days of pressure and stress a book on its own could cover time management. Even 

after retiring I still seem to have more things to do than hours in the day. There are many aids, 

both technological and psychological, that can help in managing time. How often have you 

heard, or even said, that there is not enough time in the day?  

Thus far nobody has learned how to create more time, so you need to work within these 

boundaries to perform. It all starts with acknowledging 

the fact that despite all efforts you cannot complete 

everything at once and need to plan and prioritise.  

There are several ways to help increase your productivity, 

and many books, courses, and consultants are available to 

help. A good place to start is “Doctor Google” that will 

provide you with links to several resources. Some lessons I have learned include finding out 

the times when I can be most productive, starting each day with a plan of what I want to 

achieve, tackling a large project in manageable bits, and prioritizing the work.   

When still working from an office and when paper still was king, I started planning my next 

day when packing up the previous afternoon. This helped my productivity the next day as 

“Despite all efforts you cannot 

complete everything at once and 

you need to plan and prioritise.’’ 
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subconsciously I had been thinking about the actions already.  Just having a plan helped me 

feel more in control. 

In terms of prioritizing the work I use a version of the Eisenhower Model that breaks the work 

into four quadrants. Allocating tasks to the quadrant determines what you should do, 

delegate, schedule for later, and eliminate. It takes some time to get used to the allocation, 

especially what to eliminate, but in time this makes things more manageable. There are free 

online resources that are readily available on the internet that you will find useful.  

Any calendar app is a ready tool for recurring activities, such as the weekly data backup. This 

is both for business and personal actions.  A further tool I use is a sticky note app on my phone. 

The app is a good way for me to capture what is needing to be done. How often are you 

standing in a queue when you remember something that needs to be completed, but not 

now? I capture it immediately on the phone, so no trying to recall an action when next at my 

desk. A bonus idea – a mobile phone photograph is a good way of remembering what brand 

of the tile cleaner you need to buy. Do not buy the wrong brand of tile cleaner! 

It is key though to choose something that works for you. Importantly, trying to remember the 

40 things that need to be done is impossible, write them down and find a way to mark them 

as done when the time comes. I like seeing the completed actions crossed out, it gives me 

some sense of satisfaction. 

A question: Think of 3 actions that you can take today to improve your effectiveness and 

document these including what you are going to achieve. Assess the outcomes in a week’s 

time and redo the exercise in a months’ time.   
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Section 3 

Mastering the organisation 

  



 

40 | P a g e  
 

It takes three months to learn how to draw the company logo 

You do not need to be a genius or a visionary, or even a college graduate for that matter, to 

be successful. You just need a framework and a dream.” 

Michael Dell – Founder of Dell Computers 

I have always maintained that it takes three months to learn how ‘’to draw the company 

logo’’. No, I am not meaning you need to become an artist. What I mean is that it takes time 

for you to get to grips in a new role, especially if you are new to the company.  

This understanding includes getting to grips with: the culture; the nuances behind the goals 

and objectives; what gets the boss excited both from a positive and negative perspective; 

what promises have been made to the executive on how 

you are going to bring value to the role; the internal 

operating procedures; getting to grips with how each of 

your team members’ operate; who are the gatekeepers; 

your most important suppliers; and very importantly your 

customers. The sooner you get to grips with the position 

the better. It is difficult to indicate which ones need to be 

tackled first, it largely depends on the performance of the business, the objectives, and what 

promises have been made up the line.   

Related to the above is not to be scared to ask for help, especially when in the early stages of 

a role. My later chapters about building networks and knowing the gatekeepers are also 

relevant to this point. Speak to as many people as possible, including doing the usual ‘’Cooks 

“Do not be scared to ask for 

help, especially when in the 

early stages in a new role.’’ 
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tour’’ where you are introduced to staff and expected to remember 100 people’s names. 

Importantly, see who the informal leaders are and make sure you include them in the network 

you are developing. If you approach them looking for assistance you will often find these folks 

willing to help and a source of good, and sometimes bad, ideas. Here, to name a few, are the 

areas I included when moving into a new role; the IT teams, data analysts, call centre staff, 

branch staff, the executive’s personal assistants, and the finance team. Many of these folks 

refer to themselves as the engine room of the organisation, and they are often correct. 

Remember, these are in addition to the various functional heads where the relationship is 

more formal. A point to note is that depending on where in the ladder you join you will need 

to consult with different colleagues or areas. it is up to you who you include. 

Learning ‘’how to draw the logo’’ takes time but gives you an inclusive view of the 

environment in which you are operating. The sooner you undertake the business the better.  

 

A question: What new insights did you learn about your organisation in the last 3 weeks, and 

how did it benefit you? 
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Office politics for non-politicians 

“Avoiding (office) politics altogether can be deadly for your career. Every workplace has an 

intricate system of power, and you can—and should—work it ethically to your best 

advantage.” 

Erin Burt - Author and careers expert 

We are easily pulled into office politics, sometimes without even knowing it. It may be your 

response to a subtle but loaded comment made by a colleague, or when you respond to a 

product proposal document. But is the above not part of the work you do? It is, but how you 

respond to this can influence the power balance as the players compete for power in the 

company.  

So, what is office politics? I would say it is the informal or unofficial activities of individual 

staff to advance their personal agenda and improve their 

status. These individuals also act collectively, as a group, 

with similar goals in mind. These actions are also either 

to the benefit or disadvantage of other staff and the 

organisation. If this latter undercurrent is running 

rampant and unethically in the organisation, it will 

create different factions of staff with different agendas and can harm the smooth operation 

of the company.  

Examples of a person engaging in office politics include things such as selling their ideas to 

reach a targeted goal, influencing certain actions in the company, or increasing their power 

“Politics can impact your 

performance while spending 

time plotting actions rather than 

getting on with your work.’’ 
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via greater responsibility.  These individuals form alliances, bargain, and haggle to achieve 

their and/or group objectives.  

Trying to keep out of the politics in the company, especially as you move up the corporate 

ladder, is impossible. You should however try and minimise your participation in factions. The 

latter can impact your performance while spending time plotting actions rather than getting 

on with your work, and cause issues if your chosen faction loses the battle. You must however 

understand how the place ‘works’, who the main players are, and what departments are 

perceived as the correct place to be aligned to. And, just to complicate matters, the power 

shifts over time.  

I found that the obvious prevalence of office politics heightens significantly just before or 

during significant organisational change. I am not however sure if this jockeying for positions 

leads to the change or feeds off the impending changes that were evolving. I have seen that 

“Doctor Google” has a treasure chest of empirical evidence that explains this.  

Based on my experience, both good and bad, there are several actions that I believe you can 

take to navigate the treacle in the office. As you will see there are actions that I cover 

elsewhere as many are part of the toolkit to prosper in an organisation. Politics is ever-

present, the extent mainly varies, so it is part of your day to day working life that you must 

tackle. These activities or approaches to navigate the political landscape include: 

❖ Treating people with respect and civility. Refer to the section ‘’Giving Away what you 

Want’’ where I cover the concept and some further examples.  
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❖ Try not to take sides in the debates, especially until you know enough about the 

motives of the various role-players. It is easy to be carried away in the hype, but you 

can be taught some hard lessons if you back the wrong horse. Actions such as back-

stabbing, personal attacks, manipulative behaviour and insincerity are examples of 

activities that must be avoided. 

❖ Stay positive, rather than being habitually negative or pessimistic with the resultant 

dragging down into the negative world of complaining and negaholism. It is not easy 

to be positive all the time (shit happens) but does make a difference.   

❖ Continue to deliver despite the distractions.  By doing so the various groups will see 

you as someone that focuses on and hopefully achieves the results and targets.  

❖ Be useful to all sides. No, not fence-sitting and playing for both teams, but rather see 

a source of information and advice. In this way you are viewed as a team player, and 

useful to the company.     

❖ Continue to develop your networks in the company. This will help you to better 

understand what is happening and be in a more favourable position to respond to 

what is happening. This includes leveraging off your existing contacts in various areas.  

❖ Effective politicians know how to communicate with tact and have the power to 

convince. You can get your views communicated without insulting or talking down to 

others. This skill allows you to mediate difficult conversations, build group consensus, 

and communicate unpopular realities concisely.  

There are other examples of how to navigate the political landscape, as said earlier, I would 

follow many of the activities listed elsewhere in this guide.  
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In summary, don’t only see politics as a ‘’bad’’ thing, "good" politics is also prevalent and 

following the ‘’good’’ political route allows you to not have to make unethical decisions to 

play the game, and enables you to further your and your team's goals with integrity. 

Remember the goals that you have set and do not lose focus on these. It is amazing what can 

be achieved despite the distractions.  

 

A question: Where do you fit in the politics of you organisation and will it really benefit you in 

the next year, if at all, or will it impact your progress?  
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Know what rules are sacrosanct and do not break them 

‘’You can’t break the rules until you know how to play the game.’’ 

Rickie Lee Jones – American Singer 

Misappropriating money, divulging confidential information to customers or suppliers, giving 

your wife or family paid work to complete without prior authorisation, or unauthorised travel 

expenses are some examples of how to get fired. The opposite of this is also valid, know how 

and when you can push the boundaries. I do not have to tell you about honesty, integrity, and 

compliance with the rules, these are core to any employment. 

Some of these boundary activities are generic to life, but some are specific to the industry or 

company you are working in. Get to understand what 

activities are specific to your environment. Below are 

examples. 

An example that will remain with me is when I was heading 

up a newly formed call centre. Due to an overly efficient 

Post Office (yes this actually happened), a mailing to the 

whole personal customer base launching a new loyalty programme went out in days rather 

than staggered over weeks as we had requested. Our call centre number was quoted as a 

source of further information. The response was overwhelming and the call centre of 15 had 

to be expanded rapidly as every performance measure was being compromised.  

On approaching Human Resources on Friday morning with an urgent request for help we were 

told to come back on Monday as they had other priorities. They would then see how they 

“I do not have to tell you about 

honesty, integrity, and 

compliance with the rules.’’ 
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could assist.  As you can imagine that was not going to work for the team who was under 

immense pressure from customer calls, staff phoning on behalf of customers in front of them, 

and our pensioners.  

So, the leadership team and I, all three of us, decided to print an A5 flyer with our job 

advertisement and distribute it when staff left the head office building on Friday afternoon. 

After ten minutes we stopped the flyers as we were inundated with calls from family and 

friends of the bank’s staff looking for employment and fulfilled our quota.  

A quick interview over the phone was done and the candidates were asked to report for 

training on Monday morning. On Monday they arrived and commenced training, much to the 

surprise of the HR team who had to process the applicants while training was underway.  

On Wednesday, the additional consultants were up and running. I ended up on a few red 

carpets, however with most executives admitting it was putting the customer first. I did 

receive some flack but was able to use this episode as an example of customer-centricity for 

the remaining twenty odd years of my career. 

On another occasion while working overseas, in the so-called dark ages with no internet or 

mobile phones, a new ATM management solution was implemented on a Saturday afternoon. 

I cannot remember the reason why, but do not launch services on a Saturday afternoon if 

possible. Murphy’s law will rear its head and the one person central to decision will not be 

contactable. As soon as it went live reports were coming in that all customers’ cards were 

being swallowed. The executives were unavailable and unreachable and none of the technical 

teams had any mandate to switch off the network. 
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I was called to the office and saw the extent of the issue. Even though I was not in any 

executive position I told the IT team to shut down the system. Despite some arguing that I 

had no authority which supposedly overshadowed common sense, and after I threatened to 

personally pull out the plugs, this was done. We then rushed out and put notes on the doors 

of the executive’s homes with a request to contact me urgently. The upshot was that the 

executives agreed with my decision (I think one was particularly pleased I did not pull him off 

the golf course and spoil a good round). The system went live successfully a few weeks later.  

The opposite of knowing what can be done was when a colleague of ours employed his wife 

to provide a service to the division without any paperwork or authorization. It was not done 

with any malice or malintent, rather to speed up a project, but it transgressed the basic 

governance and procurement rules. He was dismissed even though he was brilliant in his job.  

So, get to grips with the rules of the organisation and add them to your list to make sure you 

know what can and cannot be done. 

 

A question: What actions will cause me to be fired by my organisation? 
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The gatekeeper can make your life a misery if you get on their wrong side 

"The gatekeepers are not there to prohibit you anything, they just want to frighten you 

away, if you are courageous enough to go through them, they will let you, thinking you are 

the owner or his son” 

Bangambiki Habyarimana – Rwandan writer 

This is not a new concept; gatekeepers go back to ancient times and served the same purpose 

as they do today in a company. Many sales training courses have modules on this person and 

list ways to move around them or use them to your advantage. 

This gatekeeper is found in many different areas of life and every organisation. How often 

have you tried to get past the receptionist at the local doctor’s practices and speak directly to 

the doctor? This can be as frustrating as trying to speak to the 

CEO of a listed company. You would think the gatekeepers 

run the practice or company and their boss works for them.   

There are many gatekeepers in a large organisation. These 

include the personal assistant, secretary, or senior 

executives’ receptionist, the administration manager who 

controls the key to the company vehicle, the person who arranges air tickets, and the 

storeman who prioritises the deliveries. They all have an important role to play in protecting 

their boss from interruptions and irritants, making sure that rules and processes are adhered 

to by staff, make the company work, and providing a support role to all staff. 

“Show some interest in the 

gatekeeper as a person, not just 

an obstacle in your way.’’ 
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The trick though is to get to know them, understand what gets them excited. For example, 

children, grandkids, Orlando Pirates, cooking, the Blue Bulls, or celebrity gossip. Show some 

interest in them as a person, not just an obstacle, when you see them.  

You will be amazed at what this can do to make your life easier, especially if their boss has ‘no 

time for a meeting for the next two months’ or you need something signed or delivered 

urgently. They are human, have interests in life, and have their performance appraisal done 

by the boss. I have seen how some colleagues mistreat these gatekeepers and cannot 

understand why the meeting with the executive only happens in a month, or ever, or they 

miss their planned airplane trip.  

How many times have you seen the departmental highflyer, who has informed all of us normal 

mortals of their highflyer status,  advanced intellect, and future upwardly mobility, blowing 

steam through their ears when they storm up to the gatekeeper and demand an audience, 

only to be rebuffed firmly and without hesitation.  

Perhaps one of the most important gatekeepers in an organisation is who I refer to as Mrs. 

Nel or Mr. Khumalo.  Who are they you may ask? Well, they are the person who makes the 

place run, whether they head up the administration, are the operational area supervisor, or 

the staffs' supervisor. I do not mean the executive or manager of an area or department. 

These individuals are the backbone of the area/department/branch, the executives are wary 

of them, are consulted by management before any changes happen, have the staff either 

eating out of their hands or living in mortal fear, are known by name by important customers, 

have decades of experience in an area, and can make your life pleasant or a nightmare.  
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They have been around for years and developed contacts in places you have not even thought 

about. Expect them, on day one, to show you exactly where you fit into their lives and learn 

from that. Again, as discussed before, learn how they operate and what they are interested 

in. An example, there was a Mrs. Nel who was an ardent Blue Bulls rugby supporter. If the 

Bulls lost on Saturday, then avoid her on Monday until she worked through the trauma of the 

loss. Otherwise you were not going to get anything done. Get on the wrong side of the 

gatekeeper at your peril, it will be easier to resign if you are a target of their wrath. 

 

A question: Who are the 3 most influential gatekeepers that you need to understand for you 

to achieve your goals? 
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Section 4 

 

Leading the team 
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Your team can make or break you 

"Talent wins games, but teamwork and intelligence win championships." 

Michael Jordan - American professional basketball player 

The team that works for you has a profound influence on your output. Whether it is one or 

one thousand team members (or subordinates if you prefer), the collective output of yourself 

and them is the result you have achieved.  You have a choice, you can either push on alone 

or lead the team and in both alternatives, accept the consequences. 

I am not going to discuss the various team dynamics theories, there are experts in this field 

that provide truly relevant material for you to use. “Doctor Google”, training, webinars 

abound on this topic. What I am however going to 

concentrate on is the approaches that I have seen work 

over the years. I am sure there are more, these are the 

ones that spring to mind for me.  

Let us commence at the hiring of a team member. This is 

critical in the overall process. Spending a bit more time on 

this process will pay dividends over time. You do not only recruit and then the person 

performs at the required level. You invest personal time, training, and coaching. Investing in 

the correct person makes this worthwhile when the performance meets or exceeds the 

required level.   

Depending on the level or the number of applicants, especially when recruiting from outside 

the organisation, you should ask the recruiter to sort the CVs of the applicants into four 

“Follow the accepted practice of 

hiring for behaviour, you can 

train a person for the skills 

needed in the job.’’ 
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categories; High Potential, Unknown Potential,  Limited Potential and Ignore. This is based on 

the job specification you provided and the initial briefing criteria. Once received then first go 

through the High Potential list to shortlist candidates. If you are not seeing a few good 

candidates, then ask to see the Unknown Potential candidates. 

Some Human Resource practitioners may take issue with this, but it helps the process in that 

the recruiter has a much more rational view of the requirement than myself. My thinking on 

this is that except for the Limited Potential and Ignore lists, the others must have seen 

something in the advertisement that they believed they could add value to the position.  

Linked to this is the accepted practice of hiring for behaviour, you can train skills. An example 

comes to mind each time I think about this. I needed an analyst to help in one of the card 

portfolios and received several applications. One of the candidates that stood out was a call 

centre agent in IT Support who had no experience in the card business. What caught my eye 

was that he was studying for a business degree part-time at a university. Having been a part-

time student myself I could relate to the type of person who made the success of part-time 

studies while working full time. Following the normal recruiting and interview process I 

employed him rather than some other applicants who had a far better understanding of the 

card business. Today he holds a senior position in an overseas bank. 

In the latter part of my career I started to include social media searches in the recruitment 

process. Nowadays there are so many social media platforms where you can obtain 

information about a potential recruit. Google, LinkedIn, Twitter, and Facebook all provided 

me with some background of the applicants and allowed me to form a more rounded view of 

the person. You will be surprised by what you find out on social media. 
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While this may sound illogical, try and employ someone who will oust you from your job. This 

is, of course, if you do not want to stay in that role for the rest of your career. It also assumes 

that you are performing at the required level. People who are challenging you can help the 

overall performance and force you to up your game. The trick is to not let this become a 

political fight where everybody loses.  

An example in my case was employing someone from a retailer that forced me to improve my 

understanding of retail sales. They did not replace me in my job but rose through the ranks 

to become a member of the senior executive team. I am quite proud that I started that 

process and am still acknowledged by the person.  

Some other tips that can be of value include being incredibly careful when people are foisted 

on you. That is not to say that you will be disappointed, as many have excelled after they were 

‘’dumped’’ in my area. However, go in with your eyes open. If they are an internal candidate, 

try to find out what the real reason for the move is, not just what your boss or HR person is 

selling.  

I have had more successes than failures when employing these candidates. Firstly, see if there 

is something in principle that you have against the person, and secondly, as part of the process 

get a feel as to whether you can get the person's output up to standard in the particular role. 

Then put some more than normal energy into developing them and building their confidence, 

which is often at a low. People are people, there are job functions we are good at and those 

that we are not. As an example, do not put me into an auditing role, it is just not me.  



 

57 | P a g e  
 

And finally, after hiring, if they agree, get the recruit to tell the team about other things that 

get them excited, allowing them to express what gets them passionate. You would be 

surprised by what folks get involved in their spare time (a side hustle) and how passionate 

they can become.  Drug counsellors, motorbike racers, lay preachers, church ushers, 

beekeepers to name a few examples.  

 

A question: In your teams, both direct and cross-departmental, who do you need to interact 

with more intently to increase the output of the team?  
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Employees are human and have feelings 

“When people go to work, they shouldn’t have to leave their hearts at home.” 

Betty Bender – American author 

The bottom line is to treat staff like you would want to be treated – remember ‘Give away 

what you Want’. Treating staff with empathy and understanding their circumstances is 

important. Maybe I am wrong, but as business becomes more specialised and grows, more 

executives are subject-matter experts rather than intrapreneurs, and this critical element of 

empathy and understanding seems to be downplayed except for seasoned executives. 

Empathy for staff and understanding their circumstances is 

important. I am not going into the details of how to treat 

staff with empathy, that is for you to learn from the experts 

out there. I will rather try to give some ideas based on an 

African perspective rather than the so-called experts who 

live in suburbs where they believe the seasons are different 

to ordinary folk’s areas. The recent pandemic has also materially changing how some people 

work so be mindful that even though you may not physically be in contact you still have a 

responsibility to consider their needs and circumstances. 

Not all staff have vehicles and therefore need to rely on public transport or the mini-bus taxi 

industry. Mothers and fathers have children to drop off at creche or school before work. 

Eskom is famous for its load shedding that throws traffic into chaos. So, despite best efforts 

“You may own the shiny BMW 

and live ten minutes away from 

the office in a leafy suburb, 

remember not everyone does.’’ 
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it is not always possible for them to reach work to attend before-work meetings, especially at 

short notice. The same goes for late-afternoon sessions.  

Yet, some people persist in setting up meetings outside of work hours and include staff, 

particularly junior staff, who often are too scared to raise the challenges they face. You may 

own the shiny BMW and live ten minutes away from the office in a leafy suburb, remember 

not everyone does. If you have a demotivated team, think about the above while you are 

flicking through the Netflix channels.  

Linked to this is a relatively new phenomenon in South Africa of remote working. It is easy to 

set up in theory and expect employees to be online and available most of the time. Data is 

still relatively expensive and not all staff receive telephone number salaries or have uncapped 

fibre to spend hours dialing in or sitting in conference calls. They may well also not have the 

financial resources to purchase large data packages upfront and then claim back via a process 

that takes time to refund them.  

How you play these so-called ‘’small’’ issues for many will go a long way to determining the 

effort and commitment of your team.  

A practical example, that still sticks with me, was how I misread a team member's situation. I 

was commuting to Lagos, Nigeria on a project and spent many long hours in the offices. I was 

staying in a hotel and could pretty much come and go as I pleased. Hence one of the team 

members and I would work late into the night getting the system’s working. It was not unusual 

to finish work at 23h00 and I thought his sullen attitude was related to the long hours or 

maybe me.  
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He however also came to work at around 10h00 each day when I was there around 08h00. I 

eventually asked his colleagues what the working hours were. He explained the policy but 

went further to explain that where the team member lived it was unsafe to travel home after 

22h00. So, my colleague would sleep under his desk in the office. He would only go home 

after 06h00 the next morning, in absolute hectic Lagos traffic. He would then return at around 

10h00. I apologized but still, after all these years, feel embarrassed about not considering this. 

 

A question: How would a staff member describe you to their spouse or family, especially 

regarding how you treat them? 
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 Keeping the team on your side 

"Alone, we can do so little; together we can do so much."  

Helen Keller - American deaf-blind author, political activist, and lecturer  

Several points regarding teams and teamwork have been covered in other sections. Some 

others warranted a section of their own and here are some other pointers on how to keep 

your team motivated and supporting the overall goals of the team. You can find a lot more on 

the internet, just make sure you choose those relevant to yourself and the environment you 

operate in. The overseas bloggers, consultants, and others list actions that you can take, often 

under ‘’The ten best … ‘’or ‘’manage like a pro…’’. Many are only relevant for their 

environment and not on a continent as diverse as ours.   

As a starting point, unless I was working in a bubble, I 

cannot recall any person coming to work with the attitude 

of ‘’today I am going to perform badly on purpose’’. So, 

when things go wrong, there must be a reason for this and 

needs to be quickly unearthed. Is it a lack of adequate 

training, environmental issues that are causing a lack of 

concentration, inappropriate processes, or bureaucratic and historical processes that are 

adding no value to the business? Getting to the actual cause is important as it is easy to rant 

and rave but, in most cases, this is completely counterproductive. Or, have you recruited the 

wrong person, not trained them adequately, or are you a bad leader? 

Remember if staff members perform badly, then you are also to blame. They are members of 

your team and accordingly you are the leader of this. So, it is very much in your interest to 

“Give good news about staff in 

public, bad news must happen 

behind closed doors.’’ 
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resolve both the issue and the business process. I have, for example, seen staff copy data 

from a report onto Excel, then recopy it back onto the system on a different page. How soul-

destroying is this when you are expecting them to act like robots.   

Linked to the above is the need to be there for your team, especially in times of need or crisis. 

Here I am referring both to work and personal situations. You cannot afford to ignore the 

latter. If they are battling with resolving a customer issue, offer to help and give advice. And 

when it is clearly above their paygrade, take over. It is a fine line as you need to guard against 

them delegating upwards, but, as highlighted before, the team’s performance is your 

performance.  

The important lesson here is that the staff must see that you are approachable and will 

support them. I was correctly accused by my bosses of being over-protective of my staff. This 

was, sometimes to my detriment, but in most cases the staff felt secure that I would protect 

them if they were correct in their dealings. It used to frustrate my bosses when I would not 

always name the individual who had made an error, especially if that were irrelevant to the 

incident. This applies to not mentioning the staff’s name to complaining customers as well.     

This is not to say that you must ignore issues when they have caused the problem or not 

followed the rules. You must take action to rectify the situation following the laid-down 

processes and procedures. You must try ensuring that it does not happen again otherwise you 

are setting yourself up for a reoccurrence of the problem. What’s worse is that by not taking 

action you are sending a message that transgressions of the rules are acceptable.   



 

63 | P a g e  
 

Related to this is something that many leaders implement. Give good news in public, bad 

news must happen behind closed doors. It is so important that you do not break the spirit of 

the staff member, it is easy to rant and rave in public. Remember, when doing this you are 

also showing the world what type of leader you are.  

Finally, do not be pissed off when they leave – do not stand in people’s way. Try to retain 

them if they are adding value to the organisation and team. However, at your peril, offer to 

meet the offered salary while they remain in their current role unless it’s justified. The 

consequences of this course of action are that you acknowledge you were exploiting them; it 

shows other staff you are open to similar tactics and creates a strained work atmosphere. 

Some retention options to consider are advanced training, adding more responsibility and 

potentially more direct reports, a move to another area in the organisation, or an agreed plan 

for progression. Just do not make promises you cannot keep.  

I found that if you only react when the team member resigns it is usually too late. They have 

gone through a long psychological journey to reach that point and it is difficult to recover the 

situation. That is why you need to continually interact with your team.  

If all attempts to retain them fail, then part on good terms. You would be surprised to see 

how many people gravitate back to you or the organisation over time, and often when they 

come back, they are more appreciative of the organisation or you as a leader. Remember, the 

grass is always greener on the other side, it may however be because there is more manure.  

A question: List your team members and capture one action needed by you to increase the 

working relationship with them and improve the team’s performance? 
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Make that bloody meeting work for you 

“Meetings are a great trap. Soon you find yourself trying to get agreement and then the 

people who disagree come to think they have a right to be persuaded. However, they are 

indispensable when you don't want to do anything.’’ 

John Kenneth Galbraith - Canadian American economist 

How often have you sat in a meeting and decided that watching paint dry or grass grow would 

be more beneficial to your life? Stop counting after using your ten fingers and ten toes, or 

eleven toes in one instance. 

Meetings, brainstorming, catch-up sessions, and (add whatever name your organisation calls 

them) are important to the functioning of an organisation. 

They serve as an important platform to disseminate 

information, consider input, make relevant decisions, and 

help develop the group’s persona. They work best when 

there is a relevant agenda, an effective meeting leader, 

good time management, meaningful data and 

information, and willing participants. This generally leads to timeous and correct decisions 

where participants felt they added value. The same applies to Zoom meetings. 

Contrast this where the starting time is a moving target, participants continually coming and 

going creating a mini Gautrain station in the meeting room, no respect for the presenter, and 

badly prepared and thought through presentations. I once stopped counting at 42 

participants in a session in a room that can only take 26 at a stretch. Two hours later with not 

much achieved, and participation only from a handful, and when the air was depleted from 

“Meetings can work in your 

favour if they are effective and 

you prepare yourself to benefit 

from them.’’ 
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the room, we finally took a break.  I asked the meeting leader who had forgotten to invite the 

cleaners to join the meeting and then I disappeared for a long time, much to his displeasure 

as he saw me as an important stakeholder (I had the budget for the project).  

The next meeting had far fewer participants and ran a lot smoother. The reason for the 

multitude of participants was a simple ‘’cover my arse’’ exercise by the meeting leader.  In 

this way he believed that nobody in the universe could later question the decision made as 

so many different areas were involved. His idea backfired very quickly when, on hearing of 

the meeting, via the ever-present and quick grapevine, his boss and mine disbanded the 

meeting.  Why did I go into such detail is because I have seen these types of meetings happen 

wherever I have worked in the corporate and consulting world?  

So how do you use meetings in your favour? Let me address some ideas at three levels. 

• As a meeting leader, you have a responsibility to ensure that everybody understands 

the purpose of the meeting, there is a clear agenda, any pre-reading is sent out 

timeously, presenters and participants adhere to timeframes, the outcomes are 

documented, and people respect each other's time and comments. Respecting both 

presenters and participants often needs the most attention as, especially larger 

gatherings, tend to have disruptors present that can ruin a session.   

• As a participant you should read any pre-meeting material, be prepared to participate 

meaningfully, ensure you are able to make the decisions required at the meeting, and 

importantly, make sure that only when necessary should multiple members of your 

team attend. At the meeting do not become one of the disruptors, do not hide behind 

a mobile device sending and receiving messages, and not contributing to the 
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discussions. The question you should ask yourself is ‘’why am I here’’ (at the meeting 

and not life in general). If you cannot answer, then maybe you should have declined 

the invitation.  

• As a presenter, plan in terms of the content and allotted time. I am not going into the 

various techniques of presenting, there are lots of clever people out there who 

specialise in this field and will lighten your pocket.  Also, if the principle of ''consider 

the proposal as read and we'll deal with questions'' is adopted, then present 

accordingly. Do not then do a summary presentation that includes all 68 slides in your 

pack. Have them available if a question is raised but present only the core messages 

or proposals. Otherwise you not only often run over time, but you will be ignored, and 

important information not conveyed as you are stuck on slide three where a 

meaningless point in the overall scheme of things is discussed. Another important tip 

is that if you treat the audience with disdain or as idiots, do not expect anything in 

return.   

• If you have an important decision that you need taken at the meeting, consider 

canvassing the main players before the meeting. This is especially relevant when you 

are trying to implement something that will meaningfully change the business. 

Examples include new product launches, a change in the pricing structures, and an 

unpopular budget proposal. Choose both the participants who will vote in favour of 

the proposal and those who will potentially not support you. You want to reach a 

situation where you do not have confrontational debates in a meeting and lose control 

of the conversation. I have used this to my benefit on numerous occasions, and when 
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I picked up too much resistance in the pre-meeting discussions, I removed it from the 

agenda until I had addressed the concerns. 

A final point. If more than one of your team must attend a meeting, try to resolve any 

differences before the session. There is nothing worse than being at loggerheads with each 

other in front of a broader audience. This is a sign of weakness and allow other participants 

to exploit this more broadly than just specific to the topic at hand.  

Zoom meetings are no different, just here you have to contend with black screens, Takealot 

delivery people ringing the doorbell, and bad signals.  

 

An Action: Record (with permission) a meeting you will participate in this week. Leave it for 3 

days then listen to the meeting. Identify those things that you could have done better and 

implement in the meetings that follow. 
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Take ownership in good and bad situations 

“The ultimate measure of a man is not where he stands in moments of comfort and 

convenience, but where he stands at times of challenge and controversy.” 

Martin Luther King, Jr - American Christian minister and activist 

As the saying goes; Success has many fathers, failure is an orphan. In business that is true and 

often this is where you see good and bad leaders.  

A beef of mine is how many times you receive bad news via an impersonal email or an emoji-

littered WhatsApp message. This can have been when a contract was lost, your area has been 

chosen to be rightsized, or your job application rejected.  Weak leaders hide behind devices 

rather than speaking face to face with a person. If the 

decision was rational and fair, then you should not have 

to hide behind an e-mail or WhatsApp message. 

It is not easy to make the phone-call or popping in to see 

the person in question and having to deal with the 

response that can range from disappointment to rage. 

You will be amazed at how many recipients of bad news respect you, even more, when you 

reach out to them. Just do not sell them a yarn, the world is too small, and it can come back 

to bite you, karma is a bitch.  

Another issue related to taking ownership is that during a crisis the need for good leadership 

is crucial. Looking at the Covid-19 crisis, how different leaders took ownership while others 

spent their time making crazy pronouncements that in some cases were complete lies. It is 

 

“Success has many fathers; 

failure is an orphan.’’ 
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during these crisis times that good leaders come to the fore, and it does not only have to 

occur in the face of a worldwide pandemic.   

During a business crisis when, for example, a core IT system crashes and will be out for days 

seriously impacting your business, note how certain of the leaders becomes ''seagulls'' (fly-in, 

make a lot of noise, shit over people indiscriminately, then fly off into the wide blue yonder). 

They usually only reappear when things have been resolved, a plan agreed, so they can deny 

deciding, or stand on the sidelines and make irrelevant and disparaging comments. Others 

support the teams and help the process of understanding, are open to input, and are prepared 

to listen even to the most junior team member. Even when you are out of depth in 

contributing to technically resolving the problem buying a cup of coffee or pizzas late in the 

evening for the team shows support. 

A further example is when knowing an area is under pressure, even if they are not your team, 

is to pop in for a brief visit and show that you are aware of their challenges and acknowledge 

their efforts. It is amazing how this helps both the situation and your standing in the area. Or, 

be brave and bake muffins (I have a Rockstar recipe that I still use today) for them as a token 

of appreciation. 

A final point on how success has many fathers is how you deal with innovations that take long 

to become entrenched in the marketplace. You must often use all your emotional resources 

to work through this period of converting an orphan to a success. Some products can take up 

to five years to gain real acceptance in the market and provide substantial returns greater 

than what was planned.  
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Criticism will often come in the intervening time from the internal negaholism who will pass 

snide and disparaging remarks. What makes it all worth it is when sitting in a meeting, the 

biggest critic suddenly becomes the biggest fan and tries to claim part of success. But that is 

not all…. What makes it even more satisfying is when a senior executive looks at them and 

says that actually, it was that guy in the corner, while pointing at you, that had the fortitude 

and gumption to introduce the service all those years ago despite the pushback from 

everybody. There is no comeback from that. 

Initially I used to stress when after a few years I heard someone else claiming it was their idea 

knowing how opposed they were to it initially. I have however mellowed and now feel good 

as I have another convert and someone to continue in my absence. My job was done. 

 

A question: When last did you take ownership of a customer interaction and what was the 

customer’s initial thinking of you and your organisation? After the interaction how did the 

customer view you and the organisation? Did they comment on the fact that someone took 

ownership of the situation? 
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Helping others in need 

‘’Let us ask ourselves, 'What kind of people do we think we are?' And let us answer, 'Free 

people, worthy of freedom and determined not only to remain so but to help others gain 

their freedom as well.'’ 

Ronald Reagan – American president 

You may be wondering why this is not included in a previous section covering leadership in 

good and bad times. This section is more applicable to providing help on a day to day issues 

that arise and not necessarily from a leadership perspective. 

 Everyone has a skill or has built up expertise that others may not have. So, when asked for 

help, give it. It is easy to want to stay on the sidelines in a 

situation and let colleagues muddle along. Then, when it 

is often too late, join the discussion and sprout forth how 

what was done was incorrect and provide the guidance 

and expertise that was needed earlier in the process. 

It used to irritate me no end when we had to struggle 

through some unchartered waters, mainly during innovation projects, only to have some 

expert watch us struggle. When a process or activity did not work, or often not optimally, 

here would come the person who had the needed expertise and proudly sprout forth that we 

were idiots, and what should have been done.     

Yes, there is an argument that great lessons come from mistakes. But, when you see someone 

struggle, the same lesson is learned when you guide someone and educate them. Waiting for 

“Helping is a good opportunity 

to coach someone or a team and 

grow the overall expertise of the 

group.’’ 
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failure while you know is not helping the cause and can often provide a setback to the project, 

service, or product.  

It can also serve as a good opportunity to coach someone, or a team, and grow the overall 

expertise of the group. And, it does not only have to be in your team, but it can also be in 

other areas. If done correctly and considering the dynamics of the area being approached, 

you can achieve great results and have allies in an area. This also serves as a good way to ''give 

back'' to the organisation that has helped you grow and develop. 

In one example of this, three of us from different organisations took over responsibility for 

writing industry-wide rules rather than trying to draw these up in a committee of at least 

seventeen people. We did not have to do this, and it took time, but it sped up the process and 

helped increase the body of knowledge across the whole committee.  Today the rules are still 

sometimes referred to as the ‘’three musketeers’ rules’’.  

 

A question: When last did to step in to assist a colleague and did the interaction go 

successfully or was it strained? Why do you think it was either successful or strained? 
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Develop contacts in and outside your area of influence 

‘’The richest people in the world look for and build networks, everyone else looks for work.’’ 

Robert Kiyosaki - American businessman and author 

Irrespective of the industry or business you operate in, there are currently still always people 

in charge despite what Artificial Intelligence and robotics do to make people redundant. These 

are the people who can either make your life easy or throw up many roadblocks to make your 

life difficult.  

When this becomes particularly important is in times of crisis and when suddenly something 

untoward happens. Having a network in place makes life easier. For example, when a range 

of debit cards starts not following the agreed rules when presented at a retailer (especially if 

allowing transactions when there are no funds in their account), then you need quick action. 

There are invariably processes and procedures to log 

issues, but these can take a long time to be resolved 

during a crisis. Having a relationship with the technical 

team at the retailer or other bank allowed me to follow 

both routes. Officially we logged an incident, but I also 

called my contact to chat with them. In many cases they 

could resolve the issue instantly if within their ambit of responsibility or arrange for an urgent 

change to the system while the paperwork was on its way. 

A saying in the card and payments world is that you never laugh at your competitors when 

they are having issues. It is a case of when not if, you will have a serious problem. If you need 

“Having a solid network of 

contacts is particularly 

important in times of crises and 

if suddenly something untoward 

happens.’’ 
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assistance in these times, then you cannot be regarded as the person who was the clever dick 

who trashed the competitor or supplier when they were in trouble. Guaranteed you will soon 

realise that your phone contact lists are not as extensive as you need.   

There are many other examples of where the value of a relationship is demonstrated. In most 

cases these are internal to the organisation, but not necessarily in your reporting structures. 

For example, having contact with the IT programming and systems team paid dividends on so 

many occasions. Ideas for new features or performance improvements, warning us about the 

impact of a potential change before it happened, producing a report on the fly, and working 

overtime as a favour was often because of the relationships I had. The relationships stretched 

across the organisational functions to ease the way forward. 

So how do you increase the relationships, especially if you are new in a company? This is even 

more important as remote and offsite working becomes more feasible. Some ideas: 

• Hang about the local coffee station. It sounds like loitering or time-wasting, but it is 

an important place to meet new people, especially if you have only recently joined 

the team. It works if you are prepared to initiate the greetings and discussions. “Hi, I 

am Adewale, I am new in the Analytics team, I’ve seen you around, who are you and 

where do you fit in?’’ is a good start to a conversation. 

• One that raised eyebrows is escalator surfing. No, I do not mean trying to balance on 

the sides. Rather, about once a fortnight, at around 15 minutes before 10h00 or 

15h00, ride the escalator between the various floors. You would be surprised who 

you meet on these trips. These times are when people are loading up on caffeine or 

water (in those fancy bottles) or having a break between meetings and you can get 
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their attention. An additional benefit is that people see you. I found it a great way to 

get updated on projects or activities that would only come up in later meetings. This 

helped to speed things along and get decisions made.  

Now, in the world of remote working, think about asking to stay on after a Zoom or 

Skype meeting, and have a chat.       

• Go to outside meetings and participate where needed. These include supplier 

presentations, breakfast or evening industry workshops, trade exhibitions, etc. It all 

helps you broaden your network and reach. Fortunately, in the card and payments 

business associations are an integral part of making the system function and I was 

able to interact with many people across the globe. Today I still have particularly good 

friends built up through these interactions over the years.  

I also participated in industry governing bodies for many years to help evolve the 

industry and adopt many of the new features seen today. Here again my network 

expanded across the industry and I met some of my closest friends in these industry  

settings.  

• Seriously consider, if not already a subscriber, joining LinkedIn and search out fellow 

professionals in your chosen field. See what their comments are regarding an article 

published on the network. You not only benefit from being linked to them but will also 

receive links to articles they publish or like and Don’t forget to follow companies or 

institutions that you can learn from as well. There are fascinating insights and learning 

that you can obtain and it does not require endless hours of searching.  

A question: How many new business contacts have you made in the last month? 
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Section 5 

Some general topics 
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Further suggestions to help you grow 

“Be patient with yourself. Self-growth is tender; it is holy ground. There’s no greater 

investment.” 

Stephen Covey - American educator, author, and businessman 

What follows is several suggestions and tips that will assist you in your endeavours. Some are 

common sense while others are based on experience.  

❖ Don’t go to war with the pen 

A larger than life character and colleague who I had the privilege of knowing for 

decades, used to regularly repeat this insight. Being a Springbok angler and having 

a passion for guns some of the newer folk used to look at him with saucer-like 

eyes. No, he was not devising a new weapon.  

How often are your emotions such that you want to fire off a response to an e-

mail, tweet, or WhatsApp message and you barrel along at stratospheric speed to 

respond. It happens to everybody. Stop first and think before you push the send 

button. As soon as it is gone, you must assume that it is public knowledge and you 

must face the consequences.  

Something I learned was to sleep on the response. What I mean is that I would 

draft a response, and preferably the next morning review the communication 

before sending it off. If an urgent response is needed, I tried where possible to 

have someone else in my team, who I trusted to give constructive feedback, to 

first read it. 



 

79 | P a g e  
 

Another sanity check that many of us use is the Sunday Times and grandmother 

test. Simply put, what would happen if your response appeared on the front page 

of the Sunday Times, or what would your grandmother’s response be should she 

read the information. 

These tests do not only apply to work but also think about what you post on social 

media, even if only to a friend or group. In these times of pervasive social media 

nothing is private and something supposedly ''innocently'' sent to a friend or 

posted to the wrong group (the hockey WhatsApp group in Schweizer Reyneke will 

never be the same again) can be explosive. Be warned!  

❖ Take care when choosing your battles.  

This is linked to the previous point in that it is important to win the war and 

potentially at the cost of a particular battle. Understand the impact of what battle 

you are getting involved with. What is the impact on the overall situation if you 

concede defeat on a specific issue?   

For example, one of the executives had an aversion to putting a specific 

transaction on the front screen of the ATM. It became a bone of contention and 

non-resolution would hamper progress. Some of us were adamant about where 

things should go, but once we considered the bigger picture and a delayed overall 

project, we conceded. The executive was happy, and we got the project to market. 

Later, under a new regime, we had our proposal accepted. As Margaret Thatcher 

once said ‘’You may have to fight a battle more than once to win it’’. 
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As highlighted earlier a treatise or guide worth reading is The Art of War by Sun 

Tzu. This treatise is still relevant today and is of benefit not only to the military, 

but many of the lessons can also  be used in your business or personal lives.     

❖ Careful who you pick a fight with. 

In any large organisation there are always people moving to different roles, 

sometimes laterally, sometimes upwardly, and sometimes downwardly. So, 

someone who is at your level, or even lower in the hierarchy now, may through 

various ways become your boss, or even your bosses' boss at some point.  

People have long memories and either consciously or unconsciously bring that 

''baggage'' to the table. If you and the person were arch enemies initially it can 

become a nightmare to deal civilly with each other. Luckily, I only, that I know of, 

made that mistake once or twice and I cannot think that it was too limiting on my 

progression.  

❖ The people you associate with can influence what colleagues think of you. 

Operating as a team under a leader creates certain dynamics in the broader 

organisation, especially where the leader is not part of the in-crowd, the current 

highflyers, or has retired. You can get tarred as being a ''John's cohort'' and 

anything you do is judged in the context of how the boss is perceived.  It can work 

in your favour, but also against you. Knowing how the leader is perceived assists 

you in approaching a situation. 
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❖ Know when to shut up and bite your tongue 

Everyone is entitled to an opinion, but sometimes it is better to not voice it 

immediately especially if you know that it is going to cause mayhem. Or, rather 

frame it in such a way that will not offend. It is often difficult to follow this advice, 

especially when dealing with people who have an intellect way below the power 

they hold. I used to write "b/s" in my notebook that I carried around when 

attending meetings. That stood for Bly Stil (Keep Quiet) and reminded me to be 

extra careful. It worked on many occasions, but my Middle Eastern ancestors' 

passion sometimes ruined the day.   

As I cover this topic, I can remember three occasions, some that happened 

decades ago, where I opened my mouth to change my feet. It is too late to fix once 

you have said it. And do not try to say, "I did not mean that'', you cannot use the 

"quoted out of context" get out of jail card. And people have loooong memories.    

❖ Don’t be scared to voice your opinion, even if it is unpopular. If it’s wrong suck it up 

and move on  

Linked, but opposite to the previous section is the fact that you must state your 

opinion or insight, even if it is going to be controversial. You owe it to the team to 

provide your views and then let it be discussed. You will win some and lose some, 

however, the team knows that you are prepared to share your views. Too many 

holy cows are protected because of sensitivities, and in a way, I am proud of being 

branded an iconoclast (a person who attacks or criticizes cherished beliefs) by the 
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organisation's psychologist. A leader must be prepared to accept criticism, 

especially when it is rational and well thought through. 

❖ Build a positive reputation  

In the workplace a person can develop a reputation, either good or bad. Those 

that develop a reputation of being positive, dependable, and reliable will thrive 

and move up in the hierarchy much faster than those who may be more technically 

competent but are seen as non-participative and uninvolved. It seems to me that 

human nature takes over and I’d be much more comfortable working with a 

person who has a reputation of being dependable, a clear thinker, willing to 

contribute to others, and someone you can rely on.  

❖ Under promise and overdeliver 

Suppress your own excitement and passion to make promises that are impossible 

to keep. How often does what you are doing take longer than anticipated. 

Processes don’t always go in a straight line and you need to consider this when 

planning your work. So, rather under promise on the deliverable and over-deliver.  

❖ You may consider this off the topic, but please bear with me. It is not a bad trait to try 

to be like a good red wine 

o Start young and robust   

o Mellow with age 

o Manage your maturation process 

o Know your sell-by date 
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❖ Life does not get simpler 

Business requires you to manage a complex set of interrelationships and to get 

them aligned to succeed. This is true whether it be a for-profit or non-profit 

organisation and it touches our personal lives as well. 

As you progress in an organisation the requirements to manage this becomes 

more difficult given the scope of the job you are performing. Remember this as 

you will continually need to up your game and be more strategic in your thinking. 

It is often said that sometimes you need to work ‘’on’’ the business rather than 

‘’in’’ the business.  

This is true and I have seen the benefits of sometimes standing back and 

purposefully moving out of the daily activities. It is amazing to see how suddenly a 

bigger picture emerges in the right environment and truly relevant strategies are 

developed. It is not easy to do this ‘In versus On’ switch, you may need a facilitator 

who is not immersed in the business to help extract the value.  

In small to medium-sized firms the leadership has a much broader span of control 

and does not often have the luxury of other team members to assist. The need to 

become more strategic during the daily maelstrom can be difficult but it is needed. 

Practically I have found that in smaller organisations you need shorter but more 

regular sessions to gain the best value. Taking the owner away from the 

operational aspects of the business for long periods of a whole day is near to 

impossible. 
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❖ Turning a hobby into a business 

Many of us have a hobby that we passionate about. In my case it’s wildlife 

photography. So often we think of moving past the hobby stage, to making a business 

out of it as we have a passion that we believe will be brought into the business.  

Remember the business is far more than a hobby. It requires strategic thought, 

implementation of operational processes, dealing with customers, having to ensure 

profitability and the red tape that is required by law. 

There are cases where I have seen this work well and the entrepreneur was able to 

monitise their passion and prosper. In other cases, the passion for the hobby soon 

wears off because the owner now needs to take responsibility for all the activities in 

the business.   

So, when thinking about monetising your hobby please think about what it will take 

to be a fully-fledged business and whether you will want, and be able to, run it as a 

business.  Try it on a small scale as a side hustle to learn and gain experience before 

making any significant investment or give up your job. 

I personally had visions of turning my wildlife photography passion into a business. 

However, on reflection I soon realised the amount of time needed to set up, register 

and operate the business for the potential returns was not worth it.  

❖ Remember, if it’s too good to be true, it’s most likely too good to be true”. You have 

been warned. Please do not get caught in scams where the returns are way in excess 

of the risk you are taking. There are lots of great schemes out there, but there are lots 
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of fraudsters salivating to steal your money. Think before you jump and do some 

research, it will be worth it. 

❖ Some further topics that you can explore on your own 

I am not trying to write a complete guide to operate in a corporate. There are many 

topics that I have not covered. Some of these that you could think about and research 

in your own time include: 

o Trying to achieve a work/life balance that satisfies you and your family 

o Being an intrapreneur in the organisation  

o How to develop a 60-second elevator pitch to sell your idea if you meet a senior 

executive in a lift. 

o How the rate of accepting change differs in people and the ways to address 

these both internally and with customers.  

 

I am sure there are more, but I leave that up to you as you navigate your organisation. There 

will be other points to ponder specific to the organisation, it is up to you how you address 

these.    

 

An activity: Chose on of the topics above and decide on 3 actions you can implement to 

become more effective. Then implement these and review after a month to see if there has 

been progress. Refine the activities and repeat the process.   
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Life is short, work is serious, but you must be able to sometimes just laugh  

‘’Don't take yourself so seriously. Loosen up and everyone around you will loosen up. Have 

fun and always show enthusiasm’’. 

Sam Walton – Founder of Walmart 

 

Business is something you must take seriously. Stakeholders, both internally and externally 

need to trust the company and its people and be confident that their requests will be 

performed with due care. This is taken to an even higher level of trust and integrity when 

working in a financial institution.  

However, there are occasions where you need to see the funny side of things. I have included 

anecdotes, both serious and funny, in the various sections but thought I would add a few 

more to show that sometimes you need a sense of humour to relieve the pressure. These 

were memorable moments in my career, and I hope you will have a chuckle. 

In the early days of rolling out ATMs we saw some interesting situations. Remember this was 

a very new service across the world and not only in South Africa. At Christmas time it was not 

unusual to have a device malfunction. When investigating the team found Christmas cards 

stuck in the various slots. These were from customers who wished to thank the person sitting 

in the device and paying out the money.   

One day we received a complaint that we shocked a customer. What happened was that a 

technician was working on the insides of an ATM. As the lady attempted to put her card into 
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the machine, he asked her to please wait as he was almost finished fixing something. The 

shock was not electrical but that the ATM spoke to her. 

In the late eighties we received a call from Bloemfontein that an ATM in the customer 

vestibule had spewed out money.  On viewing the surveillance tape, we found that multiple 

simultaneous malfunctions caused an R10 withdrawal to trigger a continuous loop of 

withdrawals. The customer, who happened to be a policeman, was trying to stop the process. 

He then ran next door to get a plastic bag from a supermarket. A gentleman accompanied 

him back and was seen gesticulating to the policeman. It later transpired that the gentleman 

was apparently wanting all the money to pay out and then split the takings. The policeman 

was however not interested. The upshot of this chaos was the policeman forgot to take the 

money for his transaction.      

A final ATM story: In 1989 we launched the concept of the mobile ATM that was taken to 

shows and sports events, they are still popular today. A colleague was driving through the 

Karoo when he came around a corner and here was the mobile ATM van stopped on the side 

of the road. He panicked as the driver looked like he was slumped in the corner of the driver’s 

cabin. He stopped and rushed up to see what was wrong. The driver was quite taken aback 

and asked what the emergency was as he was parked because it was his lunch hour.  

 

And now for some Nigerian anecdotes: At one point I was involved in payment innovation and 

made several trips across the continent. Lagos, Nigeria was at the top of this list with 21 trips 
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in just over two years. It is a fascinating country with exciting opportunities, but not for the 

faint-hearted. Lagos has an energy about it and despite the challenges trade happens.  

One of the memorable moments of the trip was travelling back to Lagos airport to catch the 

flight home. Traffic is chaotic in Lagos and the trip from the office to the airport could take 

from forty minutes to 6 hours and anything in-between. What made matters even more 

interesting was that there were long stretches where there were no places for a car to pull 

off, let alone use any restrooms. 

The drivers would not want to leave after 4 pm, especially on Fridays, as the traffic was really 

bad, and you did not want to miss the only SAA flight around 11 pm. So, each time you 

gambled on the time it would take. 

The fastest I did the trip was in fifty minutes (not a Friday though) and the longest was two 

and a half hours. In the latter case, we were stuck in a traffic jam for over an hour about a 

kilometer from the airport. A minor bumper bashing brought all traffic to a standstill in all 

directions. This was followed by what I can only describe as a comedy show. The drivers 

shouted at each other, almost traded blows, theatrically pointed out the dings on already 

dinged vehicles, waited for someone in uniform to arrive, shouted at him and then dispersed  

Friday afternoon was a popular day for staff from the Johannesburg office, who were in Lagos 

for a few days, to travel home. Having done the trip a few times my first question on entering 

the car was if it was the other passengers' first trip to Nigeria. If affirmative, this was followed 

by telling them, sometimes in the face of a disgusted look, to go to the toilet before we leave 

and that I would explain later. The driver would nod silently in agreement. Having previously 
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seen the anguish and pain on people’s faces as they battled a bursting bladder while the car 

crawled along and was passed by tumbling plastic bags, I did many of them a favour.  

On that same highway you could buy anything from bread, rat poison, rats, pills from a tray, 

water, cold drinks, and even fake DVDs. Once while at the normal stop-start pace a hawker 

was trying to sell a driver in the next lane a fake DVD and through the small gap in the window 

I heard the driver say ''No machine''. The hawker then disappeared only to return a hundred 

metres later with another hawker selling portable DVD players. The new sales pitch lasted an 

inordinate distance but finally was unsuccessful. 

A final Nigerian story: Abuja, the capital city of Nigeria, is a model city that has been built 

according to a plan. This makes it easier to travel and operate and a significantly different 

place to Lagos. Not everything was however up to scratch a decade ago. On arrival of our 

flight at the airport we noticed most passengers rushing to get off the plane and charging 

towards the small arrivals hall while zigzagging through jets that were moving to the 

departure runway. As our local team was also caught up in the frenzy, we decided that 

something was happening, so we picked up the pace. 

At the arrivals hall we saw why the haste. The carousel carrying the baggage was about two 

metres long and at the end the bags dropped straight onto the floor. I would hate to think if 

you had any fragile items in the baggage. But that is not all… Once a bag fell and was not 

claimed within seconds, a tout would reach out and move the bag away. You would then need 

to negotiate a fee to release your luggage which includes a ''dash'' payment for the official 

who was supposedly restricting access to the so-called arrivals hall.  
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I am not sure if this happens in many larger organisations, but we developed nicknames for 

many of our colleagues. It was great until you stared Crumplesuit in the face and could not 

remember his actual name. Some of the more memorable nicknames included the Eel 

(Slippery character), Slim (he was not only tall but soooo clever), Crumplesuit (look like he 

slept in his suit that never seemed to change), and budgie (because of his name), etc.  

The final story relates to when someone retires or leaves after a long career. Some try to 

match the timing of the speech to the years of service. 45 minutes was the record, thank 

goodness I did not crack an invite to that one. 

 

A question: When last did you actually take time to see the funny side of things after 

everything else failed?  



 

91 | P a g e  
 

 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion and thanks 
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Good luck on your journey 

“Success is no accident. It is hard work, perseverance, learning, studying, sacrifice, and most 

of all, love of what you are doing or learning to do.” 

Pele – International football legend 

Wow, you have reached the conclusion and are still taking the time to read this section. Thank 

you for your fortitude and perseverance.  

I sincerely hope the preceding sections are valuable and have given you lots to work on. What 

next? I would seriously recommend you read through the sections from time to time to serve 

as a reminder. Besides, what is relevant now could be superseded by something else in time. 

Life is not static, and each year brings new ways of working as business and peoples’ 

behaviour evolves. You need to be aware of this and embrace change, however hard it is. 

Good luck on your journey. 

If nothing else, the pages will hopefully jog your memory and maybe try something else.  

That is one thing, life is not easy and as my LandRover Defender proudly displays “One Life, 

Live it”. 

Please feel free to contact me should you wish to discuss any of the themes, or you’d like me 

to become involved in mentoring or coaching you or your teams.  I can be contacted at 

alan@naturalfocus.co.za 
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