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The Profile of an Activity Department Manager:  Building Leadership Skills for Success
What does it take to be the director or manager of the activity department?

Who is an activity professional and what is expected of this position?

The effective activity department manager must to use time wisely, control interruptions, establish priorities, finish work in a timely manner, organize and plan projects with completion dates, follow a daily plan, and adhere to meeting agendas. This effective time manager avoids common time wasters, such as butterflying from job to job.
The successful activity professional shows creativity in problem solving, always creating unique solutions for daily problems.   The creative activity manager sees situations from different angles.  The activity manager inspires creativity in staff and residents too.  The activity professional is continually searching for new, innovative programs, willing to take risks to enhance the quality of life for residents.  The effective activity professional is a master at “brainstorming”.

Setting standards and monitoring those standards to assure that quality activity services are being delivered to residents is the sign of a true activity professional.  This means quality in planning, quality in implementation and delivery.  The successful activity manager monitors quality by documentation of resident outcomes, administration of resident satisfaction surveys, adhering to quality of life and health and safety regulations, and setting standards for the amount and volume of services to be delivered.  Staying abreast of current trends in the field and being willing to try new experiences is an important trait of the effective activity professional.

The activity department manager must also be skilled in the art of making presentations, representing the facility in the community and recruiting volunteers.  The successful activity director can promote a cause, educate others, show a relationship between the facility and the community and provide information to the community about the activity professional’s role in the facility.

An activity professional must possess excellent communication skills, verbal and non-verbal as well as written communication techniques.  The effective activity manager demonstrates leadership in team meetings and recognizes barriers or roadblocks to communication in themselves and others.  She/he is skillful at developing strong effective teams and uses a variety of team strengthening exercises.  The activity professional understands how to manage stress in themselves and those around them.  

An activity professional must be quick to assess a diversity of situations with residents and coworkers.   A successful activity manager uses good active listening techniques and possesses the ability to correctly interpret non- verbal language.   The activity professional has mastered the art of listening, listening with empathy, openness and awareness and uses win-win conflict resolution skills.
It is vital for the activity department manager to have good financial management skills.  The activity manager prepares proposals for new programs, including a detailed list of expenses.  She is aware of the facility’s overall budget and works to provide quality, yet cost-effective programs,  sharing resources and coordinating  with other departments.  The activity professional solicits materials when necessary and supports resident fundraising efforts.

Motivating and selling the program to residents, staff and families is a skill that the activity manager must possess.  She’s aware of the facility’s public relations efforts and packages the programs so that each activity looks as meaningful and important as it is.  She is successful at soliciting the support of other staff members.  The calendars, brochures and signs are cleverly designed by the activity professional.  The manager of a successful activity department serves as a positive marketing tool for a facility.  

The activity professional that supervises a department gives directions and explanations accurately and clearly, identifying the components of a task.  The manager demonstrates the ability to give frequent feedback and appraisal of staff and volunteer performance.  She can analyze the training needs of the staff and volunteers and understands that the words “manager” and “educator” are synonymous.  

The contemporary activity professional must keep pace in a changing environment, keeping abreast of new research and innovative approaches for the residents we serve. Strong leadership skills are vital to the success of today’s activity professional.  
Making the transition from activity leader to activity department manager is a process.

As the management role of the activity professional evolves, the need to develop leadership skills becomes more apparent. Making the transition from activity leader or specialist to a department manager requires additional leadership skills.  Instead of reacting to change, a strong leader plans for change.   The design of an activity program is changing from a traditional, structured one to a more person-centered activity approach.  This shift is being influenced by several factors including changes to F-Tag 679 guidelines, the aging of the baby boom generation, technology and the “culture change” movement.  

 
In the book “You Don’t Need a Title to be a Leader,” Mark Sanborn illustrates that each person who wants to make a difference and LEAD others to make things better, can develop skills to be more effective.  Leadership skills can be learned and practiced; a “title” is not necessary to function in a leadership role. For activity professionals this means we can lead from our current position.   Personal attributes of a person who is an effective leader include the following: (The Leader-Manager, Hitt)

· Is self-confident


· Is self-directing and motivated

· Is action-oriented, drives to accomplish goals

· Shows commitment to the team

· Is decisive

· Has integrity

· Pursues life-long learning and development
In addition to personal characteristics, leaders also use specific strategies to set personal goals, focus on important aspects of life and job, develop relationships and utilize their strengths and those of others.  Looking at what effective leaders do can help us develop leadership habits

.

 Complete the following LEADERSHIP QUESTIONNAIRE to identify the strategies that you can use to become a more effective leader.  People who lead tend to focus on each of these.  

1. Name something that you would like to learn to do better____________________

2. What do you like to do most?__________________________________________

3. What have you done in the last week that was not important to you?___________

4. What is your favorite part of your job?___________________________________

5. What will you be doing in 10 years?____________________________________

6. What do you want to accomplish that you keep putting off?_________________

7. Where and when do you think best?____________________________________

8. What aspect of your job is your least favorite?____________________________

9. What values do you live your life by?___________________________________

10. What important things do you plan to accomplish in your life?_______________

11. What are your long-range goals?_______________________________________

12. What problem do you face that bothers you most?_________________________

13. Who do you like working with and why?________________________________

14. Identify someone you would like to motivate to help you more______________

15. List 5 great things that are being done at your community___________________

After reviewing your answers, take time to establish goals for your personal and 
professional growth.  For example:

· Focus on your likes and strengths, 

· Set goals to find resources to help with those things that you do not like. 

· Focus energy on tasks that are important to you.

· Allot time to things that you keep putting off. 

· Motivate, empower and coach a coworker whose support you need. 

· Leaders set goals that build on strengths, build on the great things that are being done.

· Make a commitment to pursue learning or improving a topic that you have 
identified.  

· Allocate time to address your short, and long-term goals during your “peak 
performance” time.  

· Share your ideas with others.  

By making a concerted effort to put into practice many of the strategies of effective leaders, activity professionals can plan for change, and make a difference in the lives of the people that we serve.
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