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Interview with a Leader

Paul Ferreira is now a quality assurance manager for Sensata Technologies, Inc. in Attleboro, Massachusetts, formerly a division of Texas Instruments, Inc.  Paul has been a production floor or quality manager for this primarily automotive sensors company for twenty-one years.  About a decade ago, I worked directly for Paul in several capacities, and I eventually became one of his team leaders, managing twenty people of my own in the welding department of our manufacturing floor.  I always felt Paul’s leadership style was fair yet personable, and I’ve always appreciated the many opportunities he gave me in my first experiences in the corporate world.  In the following interview with Paul, I further my understanding of Paul’s leadership style and the underlying values, culminating with some leadership advice that any of today’s leaders and future leaders should heed. 
Leadership Style
How would you describe your leadership style?

In regards to how exactly he leads, Paul emphasized the power and importance of personal development and empowerment.  “Everyone… develop[s] over time if you empower them.  You’ll get better results because you’re allowing them to be part of the big picture.  You’re not restricting them from showing their talents.  They feel better about themselves” (P. Ferreira, personal communication, June 25, 2009).  Paul was always courageous about and found tremendous satisfaction in giving people that first chance or opportunity – much like he did for me, for which I am very grateful.  It was very motivating to be challenged and given opportunities in ways that matched my strengths and interests – strengths and interests Paul had taken the time to learn I had.  “Everyone needs an opportunity in life.  You have to start somewhere” (P. Ferreira, personal communication, June 25, 2009).  Simply letting others know you believe in them is a powerful quality of leadership; its motivational benefits are tremendous.
Furthermore, Paul acknowledged that another key component of his leadership style is knowing when to step in and offer guidance to a team member or make an ultimate decision – but he does so respectfully, always.  “If I need to step in or make a correction, I do that in a very diplomatic way without belittling or diminishing their contributions.  The important thing is to treat everyone fairly and with respect, which is usually well received” (P. Ferreira, personal communication, June 25, 2009).  

Paul’s leadership style thus shows strong components of and belief in the importance of the process side of balancing process and content in teams (Hulse-Killacky, Killacky and Donigian, 2001, p. 9).  That is, Paul recognizes the criticality of human qualities and dynamics when empowering and managing his team – the process.  By treating his team members with respect and motivating them through empowerment, Paul creates an energetic culture of confident and successful team members.

Preparation
What education or life experiences have best prepared you to serve in his/her current position as a leader?

Paul answered immediately, explaining “Actually learning the job is very important; it’s important to understand what your subordinates are going through and be in their position.  You understand their frustrations, the job, the task” (personal communication, June 25, 2009).  Paul had originally started on the manufacturing line himself before eventually earning the position of manager.  This played a significant part in Paul placing great value in understanding what the process and content worlds of his team members were like as well.  This meant he could better identify with them and truly understand all the components – both tangible and intangible – of their role on the team.

Paul further added that “In Japan, many companies have multiple shifts and before you can be a supervisor or manager, you have to work all shifts of a [product] line before you’re promoted” (personal communication, June 25, 2009).  Once again, this illustrates the importance of competently knowing every aspect of a team or project, from the more tangible content points or job details and goals, to the more human areas of process where individual and team dynamics, relationships and emotions come into play.
Greatest Challenge
What has been your biggest challenge or problem? How did you address or resolve it?

Paul’s response here surprised me; while I had served in leadership roles myself while working with him and since, I did not anticipate his answer.  “Sometimes when an individual has problems outside work, they bring it into work and it affects their performance and affects their relationship with their peers and coworkers and it’s a backbreaker” (P. Ferreira, personal communication, June 25, 2009).  To help solve this type of problem, Paul recognized it was important to remain respectful and professional, and drew on the help of a service provided by the company that was essentially a long-standing network of support professionals who helped with any sort of personal crisis or hardship, explaining:

You need to intervene and help them overcome their problems – without diagnosing the problem.  [I would say] ‘I recognize something is bothering you.  Something is going on, [and] I don’t need to know what’s going on.  Contact the Employee Assistance Program and they can help you, as they are professionals.’ My job as their leader at work is to ensure they have all the requirements to do the job, and if something is bothering them, do the right thing for them to get the necessary help.  (P. Ferreira, personal communication, June 25, 2009)
In this way, Paul remained respectful and professional throughout the problem behavior that was impacting work performance, recognizing that it was important that he step in as a leader and “do the right thing” to help his team members overcome their problems by enlisting the aid of a well-reputed and successful company program whose expertise was handling such issues.  Great leaders know they must lead, but also know they need the help of others and cannot do everything on their own.
Leadership Qualities
 What single quality do you think makes a great leader – someone you would be enthusiastic to follow and support? 

Without any hesitation, Paul answered: “If you’re asked a question and you don’t know the answer, be honest, don’t lie.  It’s imperative that you’re honest” (P. Ferreira, personal communication, June 25, 2009).  Much like the list of eleven leadership qualities which Bell and Smith (2003) discuss and rank based on several years of survey results (p. 14), Paul also ranked honesty as #1.  Trust is the foundation of any strong relationship, and honest communication builds that integrity.  If team members cannot trust their leaders and find them to lack integrity, their motivation and performance will surely suffer.  The process side of the equation is shot from the beginning, meaning content – the managing and achievement of actions and goals – will at the very least suffer significantly in quality.
Follower Qualities
What single quality do you think makes a great team member or follower – a teammate or follower you would be excited about having on your side?

I was curious what such a respectful, professional, and quality leader like Paul viewed as great team member or follower qualities – a trait or two he might immediately look for or gravitate to.  “Great communicator, not afraid to speak their mind, but also accepts positive criticism, [and is] willing to work with other, even weaker, members” (P. Ferreira, personal communication, June 25, 2009).  Once again, Paul’s emphasis on the process side of leadership and teams shows through; someone who communicates well with a variety of people on a variety of levels is something he thinks is an outstanding quality to have in a team member.  In a way, like any effective leader, these strong team members become assistant team facilitators to or extension of the team leader.  This not only helps alleviate some of the tactical and possibly strategic burdens of leadership, but also serves as an opportunity for strong team members to develop and take on greater roles, while still being instrumental in helping and engaging the entire team.

Advice

What advice do you have for anyone desiring to serve in your position or a similar one? 


Once more, the leadership quality of honesty rose to the very top.  “When you don’t know the answer to something, don’t answer it, tell them you’ll get back to them” (P. Ferreira, personal communication, June 25, 2009).  Considering Paul’s twenty-one years of experience as a manager, hearing the importance of honesty a second time in the interview was telling.  His success and longevity certainly had to do with the honesty and integrity he had evidenced consistently over the years with all his subordinates, team members, peers and his own managers.

Also, in addition to honesty, Paul advised it was important to let new leaders know they were not alone, saying:

Let them know they’re not in that position by themselves.  There’s help and it’s important to make the choice to seek help.  Adopt a mentor or someone you look up to.  Sometimes making mistakes is the best way to learn, but it’s important to be cautious.  It’s [also] important to seek the right help.  [Say] ‘Look I’m here.  If you need help, contact me.  I want to see you succeed.’  (P. Ferreira, personal communication, June 25, 2009)
Essentially, Paul’s advice here is about cultivating meaningful relationships and developing other people around you – into leaders themselves.  This is empowerment to its greatest, most benevolent levels.
Conclusion

Ultimately, I learned from Paul Ferreira that great leadership focuses on a strong foundation of process to ensure future development and success of individuals, teams, and future leaders.  This human foundation is what energizes people to work with and for one another and reach their goals and visions.  For the first time, I felt and saw such a strong community connection to leadership – wherever it was, be it home, school, research, social and political movements, the workplace or any aspect of life.  Certainly, the notion of community is a part of education, and something I have studied throughout my current masters program in instructional design and technology.  Yet my interview with Paul truly gave me a more personal sense and understanding of community – a stronger sense of responsibility for and even greater realization of the joy in enriching the lives of others around us.  When I brought up this connection to Paul during the interview, he agreed wholeheartedly.  “We’re in this life together.  Absolutely, you’ve got to give it back to other people.  It brings a sense of satisfaction and pride to see others do well” (P. Ferreira, personal communication, June 25, 2009).  
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