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By: EILEEN LASKAR

TACTICS

B
y the time I met James 
about 18 months ago, 
he had changed jobs 
three times over the 
last five years, from 
a chief accountant 

to head of internal audit and now a 
finance manager. He had applied for 
a Finance Director’s (FD) position, but 
after the interview, he was offered the 
position of a Finance Manager with a 
promise to be considered for the FD’s 
role if he proved himself during the 
six months probationary period. On 
the nineth month, the company re-
advertised for the FD’s role and when 
he sought audience with the Human 
Resource (HR) manager, he was advised 
to apply for the position as an internal 
candidate. Unfortunately, the job went 
to an external applicant, who actually 
had lower qualifications than James (he 
holds an MBA, CPA-K and has 17 years’ 
experience). James was disgruntled and 
was considering quitting and looking 
for another job, or set up his own 
finance consultancy firm. As far as he 
was concerned, he rightfully deserved 
the FD’s   job, and nothing short of it.  
Consulting me was just the one thing he 
needed to do before making up his mind 
on his next steps.

A revealing journey begins
We scheduled a diagnostic coaching 
session with James to explore possible 
barriers that could be standing between 
him and the next level, and hopefully 
come up with a plan to enable him go 
for what he really wanted and felt he 
deserved. According to the HR manager, 
James needed to step –up his game and 
be “felt” in the organisation. According to 
James, this was vague and evasive. He 

wanted concrete answers from me. From 
a coaching angle, the HR feedback was 
illuminating, but I definitely needed to 
validate and crystallize her sentiments.

I started off the diagnostic process 
by sharing with James the fact that 
performance at the FD’s level, like 
many other senior leadership roles, 
would be measured by several other 
parameters beyond the technical 
capability. With these thoughts in mind, 
and using coaching tools, we were able 
to test James’ leadership abilities in a 
systematic yet revealing manner. 

Excerpts of the revelation
Right from the moment I started to 
interact with James, and listening to 
the way he articulated his points and 
opinion, I could tell that he lacked 
strategic tone in his communication style. 
As he highlighted his achievements as 
a manager, it 
was evident 
that James 
had excellent 
technical skills 
but he lived in 
his “finance” 
cocoon. As long 
as the finance 
docket– specific 
obligations 
like controls, 
budgeting, 
reporting, 
and systems 
were working 
perfectly, James 
was home and 
dry.  He openly 
wondered why 
he needed 
to interfere 

with other units in the business when 
there were other managers hired for 
that specific purpose. James had not 
yet taken the responsibility of taking 
his “brand visibility campaign” beyond 
the walls of finance department. It is no 
wonder that he could not be “felt” leave 
alone being “seen”. 

I moved further to evaluate his 
interactions with senior leadership and 
discovered that he hates meetings with 
senior leadership. His dismissive opinion 
stated that people at senior leadership 
tend to be unrealistic and live in their 
own world. Besides, there is so much 
to be done in finance department and 
meetings simply waste time. James lacks 
ability to hold value-adding senior level 
interactions and as such he has been 
denying himself  opportunity to develop 
strategic thinking, build relationships, and  
learn  how to influence the significant 
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others. When I ask him to share some of 
the proposals he has been able to drive 
in the organisations he has worked, he 
shares very operational stuff which I am 
careful not to downplay, but they are 
clearly not “FD” level stuff!   

Lack of a strategic view
I shift the gear and start discussing 
the external environmental  issues 
affecting his company and the industry 
he is working in a bid to evaluate his 
industry knowledge and the future 
prospects. From the body language, I 
realize that James is now getting quite 
uncomfortable, and I change the topic. 
But not before I note down the gap; that 
I cannot expect him to make strategic 
contributions to the business when he 
lacks strategic view and knowledge of 
the emerging environmental issues.  

As I move towards close, I bring in 
case scenarios mirrored on “the day in 
the life of an FD”, while asking him what 
he would do in each of the cases and 
many intertwined gaps emerge including 
weak problem analysis, decision making 
ability, and team management. The last 
one here is worth elaboration; he views 
performance to be defined by finance 
specific deliverables and he lacks ability 
to lead his team to see “outside the box” 
perspective. 

About two hours into the discussion, 
I take James back to the beginning and 
I ask him to reflect on the feedback 
remarks he had received from the HR 
manager regarding the need to “step –
up” and be “felt” in the organisation.  To 
my surprise, these sentiments are not 
vague anymore. James has had several 
revealing moments during our discussion 
and he goes ahead to share his 
revelations as we jointly list them as gaps 
that he needs to address immediately. 

My role at this point is to help 
James refine his thoughts and ideas 
for purposes of designing an objective 
leadership coaching intervention.  

Becoming FD

1. Develop his capability to hold senior 
level interactions, his strategic thinking 
ability, leadership demeanour, and 
protocol.

2. Start thinking of value addition to the 
business beyond the technical domain 

through taking initiative to understand 
the emerging multi - dimensional 
issues within the external environment 
sphere.

3. Develop leadership language and 
ability to communicate with a strategic 
tone and protocol that befits the 
strategic level in the organisation.
For the next six months, we get 

involved in a very exciting leadership 
coaching program where we set 
progressive goals in as far as bridging the 
gaps listed above is concerned. I offer 
leadership resources, tools, frameworks 
and insights which help James to 
identify internal 
opportunities and 
platforms for fully 
developing his 
potential. Week 
after week, month 
after month, James 
moves from one 
summit to the next. 
From the kind of 
interactions he 
is holding with 
the significant 
others, and from 
his contributions 
to the business 
which have taken 
a progressive 
strategic shift, 
both of us know 
that he is now 
ready for the FD’s 
position. But is 
this really effortless 
as it may seem to 
any outsider? The 
answer is NO!
There are many 
professionals who 
have worked hard 

to earn their qualifications and gained 
immense technical experiences but are 
stuck at the mid-level management. 
They too need to “step-up” their game, 
and be “felt”.  Each one of them may 
have a different invisible “glass ceiling” 
that may not necessarily be similar to 
that of James, but his case definitely 
offers them some insights for reflection 
as one plan for 2012!.  

* Names have been changed to protect 
identity.
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“JAMES HAD NOT YET TAKEN THE 
RESPONSIBILITY OF TAKING HIS “BRAND 
VISIBILITY CAMPAIGN” BEYOND THE WALLS OF 
FINANCE DEPARTMENT. IT IS NO WONDER THAT 
HE COULD NOT BE “FELT” LEAVE ALONE BEING 
“SEEN”.” 


