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Fahd Vahidy is the Site Director for Public Allies Connecticut, and is considered to be one of the most creative leaders in the network.  This is due to the fact that he has woven a tight, experienced Program Manager team that works across three cities in the state, and has consistently produced strong classes of Allies.  While Steve Sullivan is relatively new to Public Allies, in his short term he has overseen the growth of Public Allies Chicago to 49 Allies (aside from New York, the largest in the network), and has overseen program innovations within the apprenticeship such as iLead, and multi-Ally cohort partnerships with the City of Chicago and the YMCA.  They weren’t able to join us on the panel, but we wanted to get their insights on hiring Program Managers.
Think of the last three program managers you hired – what are the one or two common qualities/traits among all of those hires? 
Steve:  Commitment to the professional and personal development of our Allies. An equal commitment to cultivating and maintaining strong partnerships with our Partner Organizations by being responsive, supportive, a physical presence, by treating Partner Organizations as customers and not just a receiver of our Allies.  Also, an understanding that the Ally and the Partner Organizations are not always ‘right’ and that the position takes nuance.  In the end, a clear understanding that our program grows by the success and growth of the Ally as well as the success of their placement. 

Fahd:  The qualities/traits that I find are critical include commitment to service, core value alignment, and ability to develop and maintain relationships. Managers are responsible for facilitating ally culture, so it’s important for them to model the things we ask allies to exhibit. I believe technical skills, such as coaching, facilitation, and management are necessary components of a strong manager, but can also be developed over time. One trait that I find to be absolutely necessary for a Program Manager is written and verbal communication. Since Program Managers are the primary representatives of the program, it's important for them to communicate effectively and provide the best service possible. 

What do you think is the most underrated quality in being a successful program manager? 
Steve:  Understanding how to build successful relationships and being supportive of Allies but not a blind champion. 

Fahd:  I believe the most underrated quality is the ability to engage and motivate allies. PMs are the primary coaches, counselors, facilitators, negotiators, and have an incredible responsibility to motivate and to engage allies. 

What do you most enjoy about working and managing program managers?  What do you least enjoy about working and managing program managers? 
Steve:  The most:  Their creativity, their commitment to building Public Allies Chicago into a premier leadership program, their excitement for the Allies success and growth.  Least: Inconsistency related to follow-through and understanding that leadership must always be modeled by us first and foremost. 

Fahd:  I enjoy the enthusiasm and creativity Program Managers bring to the program. Program Managers are able to design, plan, and execute concepts, whether it be curriculum modifications, service days, and core retreats. Sometimes their ideas are way out of the box. It's really motivating for me to see them take risks and experiment with new ways of doing the old.   I really dislike managing managers that are rigid and closed to new ways of working. It's really important for me that managers display high-level of adaptability and openness to change. 

What is the most important piece of advice that you would offer to someone right before they begin their Program Manager interview process? 
Steve:  Demonstrate that you are able to and committed to building pragmatic, solutions minded Ally programming and Allies and that you are able to also nurture the creative and passionate side of Allies that improves their understanding of the issues our communities and stakeholders face.  All the while focusing that toward true leadership capacity.  Provide examples of being a humble, flexible and supportive and fun teammate.  Examples of Professionalism in every aspect of their work but the ability to collaborate and find the strengths in our team and Allies.

Fahd:  Don't focus too much on technical skills but more on interpersonal and communication skills. Look for value alignment with PA core values and for that special "spark" that shows the candidate's ability to motivate individuals. I'd much rather hire a person who embodies "whatever it takes attitude" than a skilled/experienced person with a rigid approach. 

