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What is Leadership?
“Leadership is not a person or a position. It is a complex moral relationship between people based on
trust, obligation, commitment, emotion, and a shared vision of the good.” ‐ Dr. Joanne Ciulla
“Shareholder value is the dumbest idea in the world. Shareholder value is a result, not a strategy.” ‐
Jack Welch, CEO of General Electric, 1981 to 2001.
“We are all Political animals, with a capital P. We are all called to constructive political activity
among our people. The preaching of human and religious values has a political consequence.
Whether we like it or not, it is there.” ‐ Pope Francis, 266th Pope since 2013.

Perhaps everyone has some idea of what leadership is or isn’t and what it is supposed to yield personally,
professionally, economically, culturally. Almost 2,500 years ago, Socrates stated, “The beginning of
wisdom is the definition of terms”, so let us lookup a definition of leadership. One definition offered by
Merriam‐Webster is that leadership is the “capacity to lead”. While that makes sense, does it also
connote that because someone holds a title identifying him or her as “leader” that the title also includes
the “capacity to lead”? Perhaps a more fundamental question may be, “Is there a universal set of
leadership capacities, or are different capacities needed at different times for different reasons?”
We will look at leadership through the lens of managing risk. Risks exist at all times everywhere. Some
are minor such as a paper cut during a booming economy (…minor for most, knowing hemophiliacs they
may beg to differ). Others such as SARS‐CoV‐2 are global, indiscriminate and uncertain thus triggering
atavistic fear and contemporaneous anxiety.
Managing risks is necessary during good times and bad. What universal capacities are required to make
successful decisions?
Lessons from the Animal Kingdom.
"Alone we can do so little, together we can do so much." ‐‐Helen Keller.

There are lessons about leadership that may be gleaned from other members of the animal kingdom.
First, leaders know that compassion and caring for others is a true mark of their success. Second, leaders
and organizations that are adaptable can be assured greater opportunities to achieve success than those
that rely on a more limited mindset and skillset. Third, there is strength in numbers and cooperation, thus
leaders who know how to leverage and achieve alignment are in a better position to succeed.
At the same time, there are pitfalls to avoid. First, resist the temptation to unjustifiably sacrifice one
member from the team (with their job, with an admonition, with an unpleasant consequence, etc.), even
if it serves an immediate purpose and benefit, as others around them start to worry for their own safety.
Second, fixed‐mindsets reduce abilities and leaders should make every effort to foster a growth mindset
by focusing people on overcoming past failures in order to achieve new things. Third, leaders need to be
willing to let go of that which turns out to be counterproductive, even if at one time it was thought to be
a good idea.
These lessons probably reflect shared cognitive mechanisms governing dominance and subordination,
alliance formation, and decision‐making. Humans are a mammal after all.

Cognitive Mechanisms and Biases.
“The general law of perception... whilst part of what we perceive comes through our senses from
the object before us, another part (and it may be the larger part) always comes out of our own
head.” William James, American philosopher and psychologist
“A reliable way to make people believe in falsehoods is frequent repetition, because familiarity is
not easily distinguished from truth. Authoritarian institutions and marketers have always known this
fact.” ‐ Daniel Kahneman, Psychologist.

Emotions can be essential to decision
making, even when engaged in cold
reasoning, because positive emotions are
often the desired ends of our decisions. If
we yank emotions without context or
facts, a visceral response can result that is
more severe than the conclusion drawn
when the time is taken to think about and
reflect on the situation. All humans are
driven by emotions, but the time for an
adrenaline rush is not during a crisis, or
even “an ordinary day at work” when we
want the public as well as workers’ healthy and safe. Recognizing this paradox of including emotional
input and the tension between on‐the‐job and off‐the‐job circumstances, recognizing cognitive biases
while applying analytic reasoning can help everyone communicate more effectively, be leaders in
innovative thinking, and explore the soundness and efficacy of risk management considerations. Too
often the confidence people have in their beliefs is not a measure of the quality of evidence, but rather of
the coherence of the story the mind has managed to construct.
Leading Decision‐Making in Managing Risk.
“You know of Sacagawea, but have you heard of Madame Marie Dorion?” – Robidoux Chronicles
“Whether the dysfunctions of group decision making are worse than the cognitive dysfunctions of
individual decision makers depends on the nature of the decision, the individuals, and the groups.
Both individuals and groups need mechanisms to review how their decisions are made. This is
particularly important for organizations that have to make many significant decisions in a short
amount of time.” ‐ Daniel Kahneman, Psychologist.

The term “structured decision‐making”
describes ways to conduct organized analysis
of problems to reach decisions that are
focused on achieving defined objectives.
Structured decision‐making reframes
management challenges as choices; not
science projects, not as economic valuation
exercises, not as consultation processes or
relationship builders. A decision (or sequence
of decisions) is needed, but the context is
fuzzy and the science uncertain, mastery may
command tumult even as stakeholders are emotional and values entrenched. A choice has to be
made, and mastery leads to choices that are informed, defensible and transparent.
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Thought leaders in this arena of structured decision making do not present a unified theory or a specific
technique, but rather “a way of thinking and a bundle of approaches aimed at providing insight to decision
makers about difficult decisions”. Structured decision making is as useful for minor, personal decisions as
it is for complex public‐sector issues involving multiple decision makers, scientists, and stakeholders.
Common steps found in structured decision‐making approaches are:
1.

Clarify the decision context. What decision has to be made? What is the spatial and temporal scope of the
decision? Will the decision be iterated over time?

2.

Define objectives and measures. Objectives concisely define what matters about the decision; developing a
completed understanding of these for all stakeholders is critical. Setting objectives falls in the realm of
policy, and should be informed by legal and regulatory mandates, as well as stakeholder viewpoints.

3.

Develop alternatives. What are the different actions to choose from? The range of permissible options is
often constrained by legal or political considerations, but creative new alternatives may be found.

4.

Estimate consequences. What are the consequences of different actions? How many of the objectives
would each alternative achieve? This step may use a model to predict the consequences of the alternative
actions. Depending on the information available or the quantification desired, consequences may be
modeled, ideally, with computer applications or with careful and transparent personal judgment.

5.

Evaluate tradeoffs and select. If there are multiple objectives, how do they trade off with each other? In
most complex decisions, the best we can do is choose intelligently between less‐than‐perfect alternatives.
Numerous tools are available to help determine the relative importance of conflicting objectives and to
compare alternatives to find the “best” compromise solutions. Clearly, the analysis of consequences and
tradeoffs involves judgments of values, preferences, and risk attitudes.

6.

Acknowledge uncertainty. Decisions are frequently made in the face of uncertainty, which makes choosing
among alternatives more difficult. Confront uncertainty and evaluate the likelihood of different outcomes
and their possible consequences.

7.

Understand risk tolerance. Identify the greatest uncertainty that clouds decision making and analyze the
risk related to that uncertainty. The decision making process will be more objective, transparent, and
defensible if informed by an understanding of the level of risk a decision maker is willing to accept.

8.

Sequence linked decisions. Many important decisions are linked over time. The key to dealing effectively
with linked decisions is to isolate and resolve the near‐term issues while sequencing the collection of
information needed for future decisions. For example, when addressing supply‐chain questions, initially
focus on issues that are causing adverse effects right now before investigating more insidious or vague
issues.

9.

Implement, monitor, and learn. Implementation is an iterative process necessitates monitoring and course
corrections. With performance measurement, an organizational learning context is critical, as opposed to a
traditional compliance‐driven auditing one.

When making decisions in managing risk, an understanding of defined objectives and outcomes is critical
right from the beginning of the risk analysis. Goals and values matter more than litmus tests and dogma.
Analyzing each of these elements separately and thoughtfully leads to improved decision making. Spend
some effort in figuring out why each decision did or did not pan out. Doing that systematically is key:
really try to question the way you make decisions, and improve it.
Science, Trust, and Ethics. How the Industrial Hygiene Profession Helps.
“I learned that courage was not the absence of fear, but the triumph over it. The brave man is not he
who does not feel afraid, but he who conquers that fear”. ‐ Nelson Mandela

At every point in our lives, we are in “Our Personal Zone” and that zone may or may not be where others
around us reside. No doubt you have all heard about a “comfort zone”: a psychological state in which
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things feel familiar to a person and they are at ease and (perceive they are) in control of their
environment, experiencing low levels of anxiety and stress. In this zone, a steady level of performance is
possible. There are three other human zones outside of “Comfort”; they are Fear, Learning, and Growth.
Presumably, given the current realities of a global pandemic coupled with economic and perhaps
personal financial instability, we can safely infer that a vast majority of us are currently not residing in the
Comfort Zone right now. The question is whether “returning to” or “going to” your next comfort zone
bounces you back and forth into the fear zone or propels you on a journey through fear into a zone of
learning and a zone of growth.

Our often peripatetic profession for decades has been leading and helping the public, workers,
management, and regulators contextualize and make supportable decisions about health, safety, and the
environment. Through both science and art, we increase awareness, anticipate conditions, recognize
hazards, evaluate exposures, control risks, and confirm efficacy (A.A.R.E.C.C.).
Our profession has no divided allegiance; we seek to find safe ways for people to safely work with
hazards. We characterize, communicate, and influence, with Science, Trust, and Ethics at our core.
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At RHP Risk Management, we help our clients characterize the uncertainties associated with environmental and
occupational hazards and risks to contextualize meaning that can be understood by their decision‐making audiences
be they the public, employees, consumers, regulators, or shareholders. For more RHP resources concerning COVID‐
19, visit www.rhprisk.com/coronavirus/
Founded in 1939, AIHA is a nonprofit organization serving professionals dedicated to the anticipation, recognition,
evaluation, control, and confirmation of environmental stressors in or arising from the workplace that may result in
injury, illness, impairment, or affect the well‐being of workers and members of the community. For more AIHA
resources concerning COVID‐19, visit www.aiha.org/public‐resources/consumer‐
resources/coronavirus_outbreak_resources
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