A New Mission for Business
Schools: The Development of
Actor-Network Leaders

The idea that leaders work within
social networks and are influ-
enced by those networks is not new.
Bass (1990) cited numerous studies
examining various aspects of network
contexts and leadership. As he put it:
“Leadership depends on interaction.
Interaction depends on physical prox-
imity, social and organizational propin-
quity, and networks of open channels of
communication. And so, not surprising-
ly, the emergence and success of lead-
ership depend on such physical and
social arrangements. Such arrange-
ments may also be possible substitutes
for leadership” (p. 658). He went on to
note that networks are important both
to transactional and transformational
leaders. Leaders build and foster social
networks with employees, peers, and
customers. In turn, networks enable
leaders to get their work done, transact
with customers, transfer knowledge,
innovate, and create value.

The importance of social networks to
leadership is emphasized in the McKin-
sey Leadership Research Project,
“Leadership in the Context of Emerging
Worlds: Illuminating the Blind Spot”
(Arthur et al., 2000). In this ongoing
research project, prominent thought
leaders from academe and business
share their insights on the challenges
facing leaders. They note that the “value
constellation” of business in today’s
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ABSTRACT. The lesson of actor-nct-
work theory is that to effect desired
change, leaders must understand their
place in the network and deploy strate-
gies that forge new relationships and
strengthen existing connections be-
tween individuals, groups, and other
entities—both human and nonhuman.
In this article, the authors use the Roy
H. Park Leadership Fellows Program
in the Johnson School of Management
at Cornell University as a case study to
demonstrate leadership as both an
effect and cause of network change.
They conclude with a new mission for
leaders and business schools.

world is embedded in and generated
through dynamic “web-shaped patterns
of relationships,” and that the task of
leaders is to recognize those patterns
and to position themselves within this
“generative domain of relationships™ to
reshape the world. They indicate that
the blind spot for most leaders is “in not
seeing or understanding the full process
of social reality formation” in terms of
how experience is cognized, accessed,
and translated into knowledge and
action at the tacit, behavioral, relational,
and system levels (p. 6). They argue for
a new methodology—a “distributed
leadership phenomenology” that will
enable leaders to describe and access
relevant experience as it emerges from
the tacit and social levels for leadership
and strategy development. They instruct
leaders to analyze the shared context in

which they find themselves, learn how
to recognize emerging relationships and
patterns of behavior, and work collec-
tively with others to cogenerate ideas,
solutions, and actions for maximizing
business performance.

The findings of that study are support-
ed by extensive research indicating that
networks and their attendant product of
social capital are strongly related to busi-
ness performance. For example, it has
been found that social capital facilitates
the flow of information and knowledge;
improves relationships, teamwork, and
coordination of work; increases individ-
ual commitment and flexibility; creates
normative integration and promotes
shared culture; enhances innovation and
organizational agility; increases efficien-
cy and reduces transaction costs; and
improves economic performance and the
likelihood of organizational success
(Adler & Kwan, 2002; Bolino, Turnley,
& Bloodgood, 2002; Kostova & Roth,
2003; Nhapiet & Ghoshal, 1998). Addi-
tional studies on globalization (Castells,
1996) and multinational corporations
(Nohria & Ghoshal, 1997), as well as
company-based networks (Charan, 1991;
Cohen & Prusak, 2001), also point to the
network and social capital as essential in
understanding and explaining leadership
and business performance.

In this article, we present a contextu-
al view of leadership and leadership
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development through the lens of actor-
nctwork theory. It is our contention that
the actor-network view of lcadership
provides a more salient and balanced
cxplanation of how leadership actually
works in today’s business world than
reductionist, trait-based, and competen-
¢y theories do.

Leadership and Actor-Network
Theory

While at the Ecole des Mines in Paris,
Michel Callon (1991) and Bruno Latour
(1992) conducted a number of ethno-
graphic studies that arc generally credit-
cd with popularizing actor-network the-
ory (ANT). They made case studies of
three attempts in France to formulate
new science policy regarding an electric
car to be made publicly available, a tele-
phone to become integrated into a glob-
al computer system, and a proposed
computer-driven public transportation
system in Paris. The failure to imple-
ment science policy in each case was
attributed to a top-down approach in
which policy leaders (a) did not build
adequate support for the change by tak-
ing into account the interests and needs
of key stakcholders and (b) did not
resolve disputes  with thosc  who
opposed the policies. Latour and Cal-
lon’s conclusion was that a common
conception of social reality could not be
forged to support successful policy
implementation  without  strategic
alliances and support from an encom-
passing network of intermediaries.

Latour and Callon argued that suc-
cesslul change requires a common con-
ception, an encompassing support net-
work, and the resolution of disputes
through compromises. These lcadership
activitics are embodied in the following
definition and description of actor-
network theory:

Actor-network theory is a progressive
constitution ol a network in which both
human and non-human actors assume
identities according to prevailing strate-
gies of interaction. Actors’ identitics and
qualitics arc delined during negotiations
between representatives of human and
non-human actants. The most umportant
of these negotiations is “translation,” a
multi-faceted interaction in which actors
(1) construct common definitions and
meanings, (2) define representatives, and
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(3) co-opt each other in the pursuit of
individual and collective objectives. In
the actor-network theory, both actors and
actants (non-human entities, e.g., com-
puters, software, data, reports, knowl-
edge, cell phones, offices, etc.) share the
scene in the reconstruction of the network
of interactions leading to the stabilization
of the system. (Bardini, 1997, n. 4)

From a leadership standpoint, actor-
network theory suggests two important
and seemingly conflicting perspectives.
The first perspective is that all actors are
also networks in and of themselves.
They arc not simply persons or bodies
but also a body-network—a pattern of
heterogeneous relations, or an effect pro-
duced by such relations. The meaning of
actor-network is that an actor is always a
network defined by the order of materi-
als and the patterning of relationships.
According to this perspective, leader-
ship, knowledge, power, and even orga-
nizations are social products or effects of
a heterogeneous network or context that
surrounds them. This context includes
other people, financial resources, facili-
ties, equipment, technology, space, loca-
tion, and many other entities.

These entities are competing with
other entities for dominance within the
network. The patterns that emerge from
the struggle define the network, be it a
leader, organization, or other phenome-

non, and determine its capabilities and
options. As Law (1992, p. 4) put it:

The actor-network theory assumes that
social structure is not a noun but a verb.
Structure is not free standing, like scaf-
folding on a building-site, but a site of
struggle, a relational effect that recursive-
ly generates and reproduces itself. ... Itis
the result of a struggle with like networks
in which one pattern overcomes another
through a process of “heterogencous engi-
neering” in which bits and pieces from the
social, the technical, the conceptual and
the textual are fitted together, and so con-
verted (or “translated”) into a set of cqual-
ly heterogencous (scientific) projects.

To devise strategies for influencing
the network, a leader may ask some of
the following questions: What idcas,
innovations, objects, facilities, and
resources can be created or mobilized
and juxtaposed within the nctwork to
achieve desired results? How can idcas
and material objects needed for pattern-
ing of social relations within the net-
work be communicated? How are deci-
sions translated into actions within the
network? What relationships nced to be
established, realigned, repaircd? How
does a leader lcad cffectively within this
network? The answers to these ques-
tions represent key strategies that a
leader can use to influcnce networks
(see Table 1).

TABLE 1. Strategies in Actor-Network Theory (Law, 1992)

Strategy 1. Because some materials are more durable than others and so maintain their
relational patterns longer, one strategy is to embody or inscribe a set of relations in
durable materials (e.g., inscription of thoughts into books).

Strategy 2. Durability is ordering through time; mobility is ordering through space.
Through materials and processes of communication—writing, electronic communica-
tion, methods of representation—we can find translations that create the possibility of

transmitting relational effects.

Strategy 3. Translation is more effective if it anticipates the responses and reactions of
the material to be translated. This is the functionalism of business: to find or create
centers of translation to generate these effects or dissolve resistances. Translation also
involves the capacity to foresee outcomes and appropriate relational circumstances
that have important “calculational” consequences that increase network robustness.

Strategy 4. A series of discourses that ramify through and reproduce themselves in

a range of network instances or locations, such as enterprise administration, vocation,
or vision, and generate complex configurations of network durability, spatial mobility,
systems of representation, and calculability. These configurations have the capability
of generating center asymmetries and hierarchies characteristic of formal organiza-
tions: media propaganda, artificial intelligence systems, enterprise computing

systems, etc.

September/October 2003 41

Further reproduction prohibited without permissionywww.manaraa.com




The tension between the leader as an
effect of the network and the leader as
shaper of the network plays out in a
variety of ways. Principally, the net-
work sets the parameters and provides
the materials—other actors, resources,
power, and so on—that the Jeader may
use to shape and align the network to his
or her vision or conception of reality.

An Example of Using
Actor-Networks to Create
Leadership Models

The Roy H. Park Leadership Fellows
Program in the Johnson School at Cor-
nell University offers a good example of
how actor networks contributed to the
creation of the program and of how a
leadership development program can
foster actor-network leadership compe-
tencies. The Park Program is a fellow-
ship of full tuition plus stipend that is
offered to up to 30 students per class. It
is funded by the Triad Foundation as a
renewable grant in honor of the late Roy
H. Park, Sr., a local entrepreneur. The
purposes of the grant are to attract high-
caliber students and create a niche in
leadership education for the Johnson
School. Since its inception in 1997, the
program rapidly has gained a reputation
as a unique and powerful leadership
development experience in management
graduate education. The Park Program
increasingly has attracted students from
other top-five schools, and the resulting
leadership curriculum, which is now
available to all students in the school,
was recognized as the most robust lead-
ership training experience at a top-20
business school in a 2001 benchmarking
study by Kellogg students.

The original grant leading to the cre-
ation of the Park Program and a leader-
ship curriculum at the Johnson School
was the result of an intricate confluence
of mutual interests of actor networks,
both external and internal to school.
Three key, external network relation-
ships helped shaped the context for the
important role the program was to play
in the future of the school. First, the
founding grant was based on the wishes
of Roy H. Park, Sr., who had developed
relationships with past deans, and
whose son, Roy H. Park, Jr., had attend-
ed the Johnson School. Second, the
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grant was followed closely by the
school’s move into a new facility that
was funded largely by a $20 million gift
from Sam Johnson, whose family had a
long relationship with Cornell and the
Johnson School. Finally, Jeffrey Parker,
a graduate of the school, created the
Parker Center, a state-of-the-art invest-
ment research center, with a $2 million
gift. The combination of the Parker
Center, the new facility, and the Park
Leadership Fellows Program led to the
school’s dramatic rise from 18th to 8th
place in the Business Week rankings in
1998 and helped increase greatly the
attractiveness of both the school and the
Park Program.

Similarly, the selection of the leader-
ship theme for the Park Program was
also the result of the evolving interests

of a small but important network of

actors internal to the system. This key
group emerged in the late 1980s and
early 1990s as a result of their participa-
tion in what is now known as the
Adirondack Experience, a 6-day Out-
ward Bound type of leadership program,
initiated in 1987. A number of adminis-
trators and faculty participated in this
program over the years and kindled an
interest in creating more leadership
development experiences for students.
This group included the acting dean at
the time of the original grant award,
Thomas Dyckman, Associate Dean John
Elliott, chaired professor J. Edward
Russo, and program director C. Clinton
Sidle, who was later recruited to return
to the school to head the program. The
growing interest among the first three of
these key players led to an exploration
of the school’s opportunities and a
potential partnership with the Center for
Creative Leadership. As a result of this
percolating interest, when the founda-
tion approached the school with the pos-
sibility of the grant and asked the school
to name a theme for the program, the
timing was ripe for giving the Park Pro-
gram a leadership theme.

Finally, actor networks also played a
key role in the development and growth
of the program. An internal committee
chaired by Professor Jay Russo and
composed of faculty, staff, and Park fel-
lows developed the initial program. This
committee prepared a plan that became
the road map for the program during its

first couple of years. Among those ideas
were the creation of a leadership speak-
er series, service projects in the commu-
nity to develop leadership skills, an
external advisory board, and a center for
leadership at the Johnson School. The
speaker series and service projects were
launched immediately. The external
Park Advisory was launched shortly
afterward and included thought leaders
and authors Ken Blanchard and Jim
Belasco, Professor Bruce Avolio, now at
the University of Nebraska, and a num-
ber of prominent Johnson alumni busi-
ness leaders. The Center for Leadership
in Dynamic Organizations was inaugu-
rated 2 years later in 2000, after efforts
around leadership had gained momen-
tum. Both the external Park Advisory
Board and the center have played key
roles in shaping the program, forming
key networks, and extending them into
the business world.

The growth of the Roy H. Park Lead-
ership Fellows Program is the result of a
web of mutual interests that manifested
in money, partnerships, curriculum
changes, and physical, social, and intel-
lectual capital. No single player could
claim responsibility or ownership.
Implementation of the program was
achieved through a network of individ-
ual leaders whose influence and skills
coalesced around a simple and evolving
theme of leadership.

Developing Actor-Network
Leaders

The Park Program and the leadership
development experience in general at
the Johnson School are designed to
develop the very competencies that fos-
ter actor-network leaders. An actor-
network leader is a person who has
learned to see connections and relation-
ships between people and things and
develop the networks of knowledge,
information, space, and social capital
necessary for managing and increasing
organizational or system performance.
In essence, actor-network leaders have
learned to develop a level of personal
influence that helps them serve as
attractors—important nodes or connec-
tors—in a vast array of potential net-
works in a system. This is analogous to
the role of “strange attractors” in
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physics that magnetically pull a system
into shape. The personal influence nec-
essary to scrve in this role depends on a
diverse set of competencies that include

* knowledge for understanding the
business, grasping the crossfunctional
issues, and seceing the possible
connections;

» relationship skills for building
trust, interpersonal influence, and social
capital for collaborative clforts;

* vision for seeing the possibilities,
understanding what is most important,
and communicating direction and
strategy;

* uction orientation for leading by
cxample and embodying and modeling
the way for others; and finally

» personal  mastery and  self-
knowledge for understanding the per-
sonal motivations and values that drive
personal development and the ability to
learn from experience.

This is the set of leadership compe-
tencies that make up the leadership
model discussed in the last section. This

model guides the design of the curricu-
lum and drives personal learning strate-
gies of the Park Fellows and other stu-
dents participating in the leadership
focus discussed above. Students are
assessed and reassessed on these com-
petencies to determine the success of
their cfforts to improve areas of identi-
fied need throughout their 2-year experi-
ence. These competencies were devel-
oped through a collaborative effort by
the faculty members of the Johnson
School’s Center for Leadership and
Dynamic Organizations and the College
of Industrial and Labor Relations, along
with the corporate partners of the Col-
lege’s Center for Advanced Human
Resource Studies (CAHRS). The Indus-
trial and Labor Relations faculty mem-
bers associated with CAHRS conducted
a study of best practices and leadership
competencies among the corporate part-
ners, and their results provided the foun-
dation for the Johnson School’s leader-
ship model, summarized in Figure 1.
To develop these competencies, the
program follows an action-learning

process of assessment, reflection, plan-
ning, and action that is repeated until
skills are mastered. In essence, it serves
not only as a model of leadership but
also as a model of learning. Each of the
students has an individualized learning
plan that incorporates each aspect of the
model as a strategy for learning and
development. The overall strategy is to
develop balance, agility, and wholeness
by developing each area through his or
her developmental process. In so doing,
students increase their personal influ-
ence and ability to serve as attractors in
the network. Learning plans include the
strategies for developing

* knowledge, by acquiring the
knowledge necessary for developing a
new competency;

» relationships, by incorporating
relationships with others for obtaining
the feedback, coaching, and often the
vehicle for practice;

* vision, by identifying a plan of
action for applying and practicing new
skills;

Vision
Change catalyst
Vision and purpose
Strategic thinking
Managing systems

Action
Personal drive
Role model
Decisiveness
Responsibility

A

\

Personal mastery
Self-knowledge

Y
A

Self-development
Integrity
Life balance

Relationships
Empathy
Collaboration
Communication
Service orientation
Coaching

FIGURE 1. Actor-network competencies and action learning process.

Y

Knowledge
Technical
Crossfunctional
Analytical ability
Performance

management
Judgment
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* action, by taking action on the plan
through practicing and experiencing the
new behavior; and

* personal mastery, by reflecting on
the experience to understand its lessons
and revising the learning plan for the
next cycle.

This action-learning strategy is similar
to the more well-known and widely
used action-learning model of David
Kolb (1984). In this sense, the action-
learning process emulates the desired
result, actor-network leadership.

The competency development and
action-learning process for each of the
five areas of the model are incorporated
into a program design that is made up of
a series of workshops, courses, events,
and activities. These include workshops
on personal mastery, team building,
change management, dialogue, and cre-
ativity, as well as courses on personal
development, ethics, and inclusion.
They also include multiple assessments,
reflection days, volunteer events, and
fulfillment of leadership roles in the
school. These learning activities are
highly cxperiential and work together to
create the competencies and practice
opportunities necessary for creating an
actor-network leader. Other overall
design features of the program, which
also work specifically to enhance net-
working, include the following:

Cohorting. The process of completing a
developmental series of the activities as
an intact cohort serves to bond the
group. Students working in cohorts also
build meaningful relationships, deal
with real as opposed to simulated
issues, learn to learn from one another,
and gain an appreciation of the value of
lcarning partners.

Coaching teams. Students often work in
teams of three to critique plans, provide
onc another with feedback, and solve
problem issues related to leadership and
interpersonal effectiveness.

Menioring. Students can work with a
mentor who helps them cope with the
transition to school, conduct job search-
es, and get the most out of the program
experience. Park fellows also are
assigned Park alumni mentors to help
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with making career choices and build-
ing professional networks.

Alumni programming. This allows alum-
ni to reconnect to help increase net-
working, engage in a community service
event, and participate in a program to
continue their development as leaders.

Team work. Working in teams in class-
rooms, clubs, and volunteer activities,
students join peers to develop their lead-
ership competencies. They are evaluai-
ed by their teammates on their team
skills and are encouraged to use the
teams as a practice field for developing
their leadership skills.

Access to leaders. The school provides
conferences and a speaker series featur-
ing prominent business and thought
leaders so students can meet and learn
directly from people with years of expe-
rience and accomplishment.

Core teams. First-year students are
organized into 64 heterogeneous teams.
Each team is required to work on
assignments as a team for three core
courses during the Ist semester. After 6
weeks, new teams are formed and stu-
dents complete the semester working
for team rather than individual grades.
This breaks down individualism, creates
an appreciation for context, and teaches
students to work as part of a team.

Job fuirs. The school organizes job fairs
featuring companies and other employ-
ers that give all students an opportunity
to network and explore different career
opportunities. Students are coached
specifically on how to glean the most
out of these opportunities.

Clubs. Students join professional clubs
to help them explore or nurture a career
affinity and practice their leadership
skills. Often clubs, such as the consult-
ing or finance clubs, organize sympo-
siums that bring in professionals in the
field and give them an additional oppor-
tunity to network and explore options.

Service projects. Students launch a new
or improved program benefiting the
local community. They work in teams
and draw on their business background

in serving as consultants and change
agents with their clients. It is their cap-
stone experience and requires them to
practice all the technical and interper-
sonal skills that they have learned to
make a contribution to the community.
Often these projects develop lasting rela-
tionships that have a long-term impact
on the career choices of participants.

In summary, using the Park Leader-
ship Model as an example, students
learn the different competencies essen-
tial to increasing their interpersonal
influence and becoming an actor-
network leader. The leadership model,
the action-learning framework, the cur-
riculum design, and school activities
work together in an integrated cffort to
teach students how to create and sustain
system networks for accomplishing
organizational goals.

Conclusion

To date, actor-network thcory (ANT)
has been applied on a very limited basis
to the study of leadership and leadership
development. Further, leaders and stu-
dents operate within large, highly com-
plex organizational networks. By their
very presence, the actors work to main-
tain and revise the construction of those
networks. The study of leadership and
leadership development has too often
focused on the individual leader. ANT
provides a fresh perspective on the
importance of rclationships between
human and physical actors. It also
focuses attention on the sociotechnical
networks that leaders create to accom-
plish their goals, emphasizing that no
one acts alone; furthermore, important
roles are played by resources of all
kinds, including equipment, data,
money, publicity, and power. As
Goguen (1999) put it, “Actor-network
theory can be seen as a systematic way
to bring out the infrastructure (network)
that is usually left out of the ‘heroic’
accounts of scientific and technological
achievements.”

Some recent applications of ANT in
the area of leadership and management
include studies of charisma and how it is
distributed through networks (Pastor,
Mendl, & Mayo, 2002), an examination
of how the actor-network approach could
be used to facilitate the green revolution
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(Ncwton, 2002), a study of how manage-
rial power is used in organizations (Law,
1996), an cthnographic study of virtual
managers (Tomie, Hughes, Rouncefield,
& Sharrock, 1998), a study of curricular
change in medical schools (Busch,
1996), and a survey article on leadership
and social networks in the military
(Brass & Krackhardt, 1999).

These studies indicate that ANT pro-
vides a significant theoretical and
methodological approach for examining
the effects of leadership on nctworks
and the effects of networks on leader-
ship. Through analyzing the role and
relations of leaders within the network
and understanding the effect that net-
works have on leaders, we can devise
strategies to manage the impact of the
nctwork on the leader. The leader then
can learn to manage the network in such
a way as to foster desired business re-
sults. Teaching actor-network lcader-
ship is an important new mission for
business schools.
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