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Leadership

The Principles Applied

The skills I chose to apply when I returned from the Fire College were the Affinity Diagram and Active Listening. I was fortunate in that on my first day back at the station the Platoon Chief delivered a training plan for the year. This is the first year we have ever received a plan of everything that we are to cover over the entire year. I took this opportunity to create an Affinity Diagram with the crew.

How They Were Applied

I began by asking the crew to participate. I explained that an Affinity Diagram is a way to draw ideas out of a group. Some members were a bit hesitant at first but they went along with it. I described how the diagram would work, starting with each of us writing our thoughts on post-it notes and then grouping similar ideas into themes. This done, we would then use the diagram to draw out conclusions about the situations we were discussing.

I wrote out all the training that we have to complete and the dates that it has to be complete by on the chalkboard. Then I distributed the post-it notes and gave the instruction that each separate idea should go on a separate note. We took a few minutes to compile a bunch of ideas. Some people had a lot and others had only a few. Each member of the crew contributed some.

When it appeared everyone had finished writing out their notes, we stuck them onto the chalkboard. I then went through the notes one by one. I read each note out loud and we would briefly discuss it. I tried to apply the Active Listening skills I learned to draw out people’s thoughts on each subject. Then I wrote headings on the board that seemed appropriate for what was on the notes. As I read out a note we would decide what heading it belonged under. When we finished going through all the notes they were in four columns.


Some of the notes were directed at specific aspects of the training program but others were more general in nature. Rather than group the notes into categories of what training they applied to, we decided to group them into four general themes. Those being:

Suggestions for improving the training value,

Procedural changes to how we conduct training,

Clarifying the purpose of our training and

Methods of administrating our training

The notes dictated what the categories would be. As new themes became apparent, new categories were added or existing ones were changed to better fit the ideas on the notes.


Once we had the notes grouped into themes we went back through them and discussed each one further to get an overall picture of how the crew perceived the upcoming training. By this time the exercise had gone on quite a while and some members were losing interest, so I concluded things by making a list of the most important ideas brought out by the Affinity Diagram. The visual stimulation of seeing the list of training requirements and the groups of notes helped to bring forth many good ideas.

The Results


After the process was ended I spoke privately to several members of the crew to find out what they thought about the Affinity Diagram. Most thought it was very useful. It brought to light ideas that may not have been expressed otherwise. Some people liked the anonymity that the notes gave them. A person who might be reluctant to express an idea in an open discussion could write it on a note and have it discussed without having to defend it himself. That allowed more freedom to bring unusual ideas to the table and it also allowed everyone to contribute, not just the more outgoing members of the crew. Again, my Active Listening skills were helpful here to find out how each person actually felt about the diagram exercise.


I was quite happy with the results of our Affinity Diagram. It provided a forum for the crew to discuss how the year’s training would effect them. I had only seen a diagram used once, during the course, and I had read the handout information. I was not completely confident that I could conduct this Affinity Diagram correctly. When we tried it, the crew responded well and several expressed that it was gratifying to have an opportunity to contribute to the decision making process.

Having done it once, I feel I will do a better job the next time. The difficulties I found were in keeping the discussion moving so that it did not degenerate into a general criticism of all the problems of the world. It was also difficult to find an appropriate end point. I think I let the exercise go on too long because I was trying to find some concrete conclusions about our training program. That is something I will beware of in the future. I believe that the value in an Affinity Diagram lies more in its ability to bring out ideas and feeling rather than to provide definitive conclusions.

Applying Theory to Practical Situations


As a leadership tool I think that an Affinity Diagram can be very helpful. It helps to Enable Others to Act as discussed in class and in the textbook. In this case, we took what might have been seen as an intimidating training schedule and managed to bring out many good ideas that will help us to achieve our goal. Rather than expending our energy on complaining about the schedule, we looked for ways to make it as acceptable as possible. That left the crew feeling better about what was ahead and more willing to partake in the training. The diagram allowed members of the crew to have input where they have not had it in the past. They appreciated that and the new points of view that they brought enhanced the decision making process.


I feel that there are many opportunities to apply the theories learned on the course to practical situations. The key to being successful at it, is to use the theories for the mutual benefit of everyone involved. Leadership is not a process of getting people to do things they do not want to do. It is the art of getting people to want to do the same things you do. The leader and the follower must both have ownership of the goal if they expect to achieve it. You may be able to trick someone into doing what you want once, but that will only make further co-operation less likely. In trying to apply leadership theory you must take into account the fact that people do not always respond they way the book says they will. Their feelings must be respected and they must be given the opportunity to express themselves. With the Affinity Diagram exercise I believe that I did that and managed to successfully apply the leadership theories taught on the course.
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