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key to continued success in complex, fast changing 

organizations, and in a variety of managerial con-

texts. The nature of leadership within organizations 

and the styles of leadership or leadership compe-

tencies required for specific business management 

roles have therefore frequently been studied, and 

there is a broad consensus that leadership matters 

in a range of managerial positions including project 

Introduction

Nearly 100 years of leadership studies have resul

ted in a large body of literature suggesting that 

leadership matters in all aspects of life (Marcketti, 

Arendt, & Shelly, 2011). As Muzio, Fisher, Thomas, 

and Peters (2007) suggested, multiple studies have 

also shown that soft skills such as leadership are 
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Event management is a field of industrial practice, 

which involves the organization and coordination of 

the activities required to achieve event objectives. 

Broadly, the events sector can be seen to consist 

of the following categories: business or corporate 

events, represented by the acronym MINCE (meet-

ings, incentives, networking, conferences, and exhi-

bitions) (Bladen, Kennell, Abson, & Wilde 2012); 

leisure events (including sporting events, festivals, 

music, outdoor events); cultural events; and hospi-

tality events. This study focuses on those events that 

fall into the business events typology. The term event 

manager is defined as encompassing any occupations 

wherein their main focus is on the development, plan-

ning, and implementation of an event project.

Literature Review

Conceptual Discussions of Events and Leadership

Leadership is recognized as a core competency 

for event managers by the leading textbooks in the 

field (Bladen et al., 2012; Goldblatt, 2008, Van der 

Wagen, 2007) and, although these texts are not based 

on primary research, the assumptions that they make 

are important in establishing the context within 

which this article is written.

Van der Wagen (2007) explained why leadership 

matters in events by outlining the need to under-

stand and develop human capital effectively. She 

discussed how event managers are leading projects 

that are “creative, complex, problematic, dynamic, 

or stakeholder reliant” (p. 216), and that in order to 

do this successfully they must possess vision and 

leadership. Van der Wagen suggested that, as events 

are temporary in nature, there are few opportunities 

to redress mistakes—instead, mistakes can have 

major repercussions and often cannot be remedied. 

As such, Van der Wagen concluded that event man-

agers need to possess strong leadership skills and 

that these skills should be based around the ability 

to transform situations, to hold a creative vision, 

and to have strong decision-making skills.

Similarly, Bladen et al. (2012) suggested leader-

ship is an essential element of event management. 

This text goes further than just acknowledging the 

need for event managers to lead and instead links 

types of leadership, the culture of the team, and the 

management, tourism and hospitality management, 

human resources, and a variety of other senior man-

agement roles (see, e.g., Bharwani & Jauhri, 2013; 

Dalziel, 2010; Geoghegan & Dulewicz, 2008; Li, 

Gray, Lockwood, & Buhalis, 2013).

However, despite extensive literature maintaining 

that effective leadership development is essential 

for related industries such as tourism and hospital-

ity, it has so far been neglected in the studies of the 

event management industry. Instead, literature on 

the subject of events often concentrates solely on the 

technical aspects of the delivery of business events—

common topics include what planning processes are 

needed, what makes a successful event, what moti-

vates event attendees, the nature of event tourism, 

and how to create a return on investment (see, e.g., 

O’Toole & Mikolatis, 2002; Silvers, 2012).

This study maintains that it is vital to understand 

the human resource management (HRM) functions 

of event managers and, in particular, their leader-

ship practices. The study argues that the role of 

event manager is a key management function—

event managers sit within executive teams and are 

solely responsible for the delivery of strategically 

and financially important events. Therefore, the pur-

pose of this article is to deepen the understanding 

of the nature of leadership within business events 

management and to explore business event man-

agers’ use of the leadership competencies, thereby 

adding to the conceptual debate around leadership 

skills in event management.

Industry Background

The events industry is an important one to study 

because it has seen rapid growth over the last  

10  years and is an important contributor to the 

British economy, with the sector currently worth 

between £22 billion and £36 billion per annum to 

the national economy (Business Visits and Events 

Partnership, 2010; People 1st, 2010). Employment 

estimates for the industry stand at around 530,000 

in the UK, with 15,500 working in business events 

such as conferences, events, and exhibitions (Peo-

ple 1st, 2010). In addition, there has been a recent 

increase in academic interest and a rapid growth of 

graduates entering employment with event man-

agement degrees.
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However, this article argues that the events industry 

is a unique setting, which requires a different set of 

skills and competencies to related areas and which 

should establish its own body of research into the 

specific demands of managing events in a changing 

and challenging environment.

Event Management Research Into 

Competencies, Knowledge, and Skills

At the time of writing, no studies were identified 

that focus specifically on leadership in events and 

only a few notable studies that focus on the com-

petencies required for the role of event managers. 

As these all touch on leadership they are useful 

to consider here. Perry, Foley, and Rumpf (1996) 

surveyed 53 Australian event managers in order to 

establish industry support for further events edu-

cation at postgraduate level and to develop course 

content informed by industry. Respondents pro-

vided a list of the essential attributes for an event 

manager and content analysis on the responses was 

carried out. Seven attributes were frequently men-

tioned; of these, vision was the most important, 

closely followed by leadership. Adaptability, good 

communication skills, and people management 

skills were also noted (Perry et al., 1996). Perry 

et al. (1996) were the first to show that vision and 

leadership skills are an essential part of an event 

manager’s competency profile, but stopped short of 

examining these characteristics within the context 

of leadership theories.

Arcodia and Barker (2003) reviewed the edu-

cational needs, learned skills, and the personal-

ity attributes of Australian event managers with 

an ongoing analysis of web-based job advertise-

ments. One element of the study was a focus on 

skills and attributes the job advertisements listed 

as required. The study concluded that, perhaps 

unsurprisingly, the most sought after skills (learned 

abilities) were organizational and planning ones. 

Communication was the second most sought fea-

ture, with leadership and decision making coming 

third (38% of job advertisements specifying the 

need for these “skills”). The most desired personal 

attribute (personality characteristic) was motiva-

tion, closely followed by “positiveness” (the need 

for high levels of enthusiasm). Other identified 

style of the event delivery. They proposed that goal-

orientated leadership is not applicable to the indus-

try because events often take place in an unstable 

environment, as by their very nature they are tem-

porary and intangible. Instead, events are described 

as transitory—core project variables such as plans 

and resources are often in a state of flux and the 

projects lack fluidity or indeed are too fluid. There-

fore, Bladen et al. (2012) suggested that event man-

agers need to be involving and engaging leaders.

In another demonstration of the assumption within  

events management literature that leadership mat-

ters, academics have been working towards a con-

ceptual framework of creating an event management 

body of knowledge (EMBOK). This was created as 

a model that hopes to “facilitate the ability to map, 

define and align current event management standards 

consistent with the needs of a global event manage-

ment environment” (Silvers, Bowdin, O’Toole, & 

Nelson, 2006, p. 185). The EMBOK model takes 

into account the skill set of the sector but is very  

narrow in scope and largely concerned with the 

identification of knowledge domains and the event 

planning process. The discussion of the required 

skills for event managers is relatively cursory. 

However, the authors do acknowledge that leader-

ship is a key skill for event management profes-

sionals (Silvers et al., 2006).

Goldblatt (2008) offered one of the most exten-

sive conceptual discussions of leadership in events. 

For him, the profession of event management has 

evolved from developing resources and securing 

logistics to the need to have a body of knowledge 

that incorporates strategic planning but also includes 

leadership skills that “are needed for long-term 

career success” (Goldblatt, 2008, p. xiv). Goldblatt 

described the six leadership characteristics: integrity, 

confidence and persistence, collaboration, problem 

solving, communication skills, and vision.

These key texts—although not based on primary 

research—allow us to understand that, on a con-

ceptual level, there is an agreement that leadership 

does matter in event management. However, there 

is limited discussion as to why it matters or how it is 

applied in the unique setting of events management 

and there is little research into this area. There is, of 

course, considerable literature on leadership and the 

closely related industries of tourism and hospitality. 
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exhibiting leadership behaviors appeared to make 

a difference in successful leadership, it did not pro-

vide a full answer to the question of what makes 

a leader. Debate centered around the classification 

of leadership as a trait or behavior and leadership 

as a process—the difference here is between lead-

ership that is inherent and leadership that can be 

learned. However, in the last 20 years charismatic 

and transformational leadership have become the 

most researched theories (Avolio, Walumbwa, &  

Weber, 2009), with research concentrating on the 

situational context in which leaders operated. The  

visionary school developed this understanding 

of behavior and situational context and began to 

consider leaders behaviors in light of followers 

behaviors (Sashkin & Sashkin, 2003). During the 

same period, there has also been a growing body of 

work that investigates emotional intelligence and 

leadership (see, e.g., Emmerling & Goleman, 2003; 

Goleman 1998). This consideration of the emotional 

aspects of leadership created a shift towards con-

sidering the competencies of leaders and the devel-

opment of the competency school of leadership.

Within the competency school of leadership, com

petencies can be technical, intellectual, or emo-

tional in nature. Some of the leading work within 

this school has been carried out by Dulewicz and 

Higgs (2005), who began their own research with 

the premise that “leadership matters.” In order to 

support this premise, Dulewicz and Higgs con-

ducted a review of the literature, which enabled 

them to identify that many elements of emotional 

intelligence appeared in many other theories of lead-

ership. They also established, through research on 

business leaders (CEOs and general managers), 

that cognitive (IQ) and managerial (MQ) compe-

tencies were vital to business leadership. Dulewicz 

and Higgs (2003b) developed a questionnaire— the 

leadership dimensions questionnaire (LDQ)—and 

set out to demonstrate the content validity of the 

LDQ by mapping the key leadership models and 

their relationship with the key elements of emo-

tional intelligence, cognitive (IQ), and managerial 

competencies. This analysis allowed Dulewicz and 

Higgs to conclude there were significant conceptual 

overlaps between aspects of leadership identified in 

literature and their 15 leadership dimensions. This 

was supported by significant statistical evidence 

demonstrating that the 15 developed dimensions 

attributes include (in descending order) dynamism 

and energy; commitment; creative; initiative; flex-

ibility; accuracy; respect/maturity; friendly; trust-

worthiness/responsibility; sensitiveness.

Although there has been little work into the lead-

ership dimension of event managers specifically, 

there has been some work on managerial compe-

tencies. The Canadian Tourism Human Resource 

Council (CTHRC), in conjunction with Meeting 

Professionals International (MPI), produced a set 

of standards that represent a comprehensive break-

down of all the competencies required to be an event 

manager. These standards, entitled the meetings and 

business events standards (CTHRC, 2011), are an 

adaption of the event management-international 

competency standards developed by CTHRC and 

EMBOK partners in 2009. The standards are divided 

into 12 major categories or functional areas includ-

ing administration, financial management, human 

resources, and marketing. It is under the category 

of professionalism that leadership is listed as a key 

skill. In order to be able to use this skill, event man-

agers must have knowledge of their own role and 

responsibilities, their own level of authority, their 

personal strengths and limitations, the strengths and 

limitations of potential staff, and different leader-

ship styles.

This section has covered the scant research spe-

cifically related to events and leadership and dem-

onstrates the focus on establishing the need for 

leadership and outlining the competencies required 

to lead in events. The following section contextu-

alizes this discussion of leadership in events into 

the broader framework of leadership theory, with a 

particular focus on the competency school.

The Competency School of Leadership

Nearly 100 years of leadership research has resulted 

in six primary approaches to leadership, identified 

by Dulewicz and Higgs (2003a) as the trait school, 

the behavioral school, the contingency school, the 

visionary school, the emotional intelligence school, 

and the competency school.

Initial research focused on the predetermined traits 

of leaders (Stodgill, 1948), but soon discovered that 

leadership could not be understood by whom lead-

ers are; the focus of researchers therefore changed 

to consider what the leader does. However, while 
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the literature on leadership has “consistently ignored 

cognitive elements for the past few decades . . . due 

in part to the dominance of quantitative studies and 

the associated tendency not to measure cognitive 

elements in such studies” (p. 107).

Sampling

This research was undertaken using a nonprob-

ability sampling technique, which although widely 

recognized in qualitative research, can be seen to 

create limitations in terms of intended generaliza-

tions. In order to limit criticisms of this technique, 

sampling decisions were made based on clear selec-

tion criteria. The selection criteria for the participants 

was based on Patton’s (2002) suggestion of critical 

cases, where sample selection is based on those 

whose experiences to be studied are especially clear. 

This is straightforward in this instance—the role and 

industry of the participant was the central selection 

criteria. All participants worked in organizations that  

ran events for the business sector and their roles 

were specifically to manage these corporate events. 

This focus ensured the selection involved only event 

managers who were undertaking similar roles in the 

same industry and who were running events with 

similar responsibilities, aims, and outcomes. In order 

to establish continuity between samples, participants 

were sent a preliminary questionnaire to check for 

eligibility to be involved.

All participants had overall responsibility for deliv

ering the events that they worked on (i.e., they must 

be the event manager, even if their job title is dif-

ferent) and they had an events assistant (or similar) 

working within the same team. Each of the partici-

pants reported to the equivalent of director level, 

though they were all the primary decision makers 

for their own events and had autonomy in strategic 

and budgetary decisions. They had all been work-

ing within the events sector for 4 years or more and 

they all ran between 10 and 50 events a year, within 

similar corporate-based environments; the major-

ity of respondents ran events for staff members and 

their clients. Events were mainly small (less than 

150 guests) and localized to their place of work, 

though some participants also ran one or two larger 

scale national events per year. The selection crite-

ria ensured that the interviewees worked at a simi-

lar level, with similar responsibilities and running 

incorporating emotional intelligence, intelligence 

(or cognitive), and managerial competencies were 

all important factors in business leaders. The instru-

ment was piloted on 222 managers and the data 

were rigorously analyzed using multiple regres-

sion analysis. All 15 LDQ dimensions reached an 

acceptable level of reliability.

The discussions within the events literature, though  

limited, do indicate that the competency school of 

leadership fits closely with the leadership roles within  

the industry. This perception perhaps reflects the 

demand from the events industry for a list of compe-

tencies that define and drive performance (Wilson, 

Lenssen, & Hind, 2006) but fails to take into account 

the debates around the validity of a reduction of 

knowledge into a list of skills (Wheelahan, 2007). 

However, as the purpose of this study is to explore 

the premise that leadership practices are essential in 

overcoming the unique challenges of event manage-

ment, the use and applicability of skills and compe-

tencies in event management can be considered a key 

starting point.

Methods

Research Approach and Design

The epistemological orientation for this study 

sits within the field of interpretivism (Gray, 2014). 

It is proposed that, although the formal processes 

of the role of event manager may share many basic 

similar structures, it is the study of the detail that is 

of interest to this body of work. In particular, the 

research is concerned with the perception, actions, 

and meanings event managers attach to the pro-

cesses involved in leadership practices. A construc-

tivism perspective—relying on an exploratory, 

inductive, cross-sectional study—was employed 

in order to understand the reality in which event 

managers have constructed aspects of their role in 

order to be able to fully appreciate the meanings 

they place on leadership practices.

The research design combined qualitative, descrip-

tive findings with interpretation from the researcher 

(Savin-Baden & Howell Major, 2013) via in-depth, 

face-to-face, hour-long semistructured interviews with 

16 business event managers. This qualitative approach 

has often been missed from leadership research. 

Dulewicz and Higgs (2005) suggests that much of 
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interviewer and interviewee to fully understand the 

purpose of the research. Interviews were recorded 

and later transcribed by the sole researcher. As the 

interview process was exploratory in nature, these 

interviews were based around an interview proto-

col consisting of a list of general themes emanat-

ing from the literature; the semistructured process 

allowed the interviewer to guide the flow of the 

conversation and allowed for the incorporation of 

additional questions to explore the research ques-

tions in more detail (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 

2009). This method helped to solicit insights into 

aspects of leadership in an event management con-

text. During the interviews, the event managers 

were asked to describe their day-to-day responsibil-

ities and to discuss the nature of leadership within 

their role. Once the managers had discussed their 

own leadership practices and described the impor-

tance and prevalence of certain leadership skills, 

the researcher described each of the LDQ dimen-

sions and asked participants to reflect on these 

in the context of their role. The following ques-

tion was then asked: “Focusing on the dimension 

of . . ., could you give me an example of how you 

use this competency within your role?” The combi-

nation of the interview protocol and the use of the 

LDQ dimensions allowed for an in-depth dialogue 

around leadership practices in the role of business 

event managers.

Additionally, interviewees were asked “Please 

rank the LDQ dimensions in order of priority—

which dimensions do you think are most important 

to your role, with 1 being most and 10 being least.” 

These rankings were then averaged to provide the 

list of key practices as described by the managers 

shown in Table 2.

The data analysis used a priori and a posteriori 

codes. The a priori codes related to key themes from 

the literature, which enabled the start of the cod-

ing process; these codes were largely drawn from 

the LDQ dimensions (Dulewicz & Higgs, 2003b). 

The a posteriori codes were based on the themes 

generated from the data gathered and included var

iations on the LDQ dimensions, which were later 

linked to the dimensions they covered and also 

emerging themes of the motivation of others, lead-

ership of networks of teams, control, and attitude. 

These themes, when considered alongside the LDQ 

dimension rankings, were used to divide the LDQ 

similar events. Table 1 shows the descriptive details 

of the research participants. There were 13 female 

event managers and 3 male managers.

Data Collection and Data Analysis

This study took a pragmatic approach to data col-

lection, allowing the researcher to use a theoretical 

framework to guide their research design and, where 

appropriate, to interpret the data (Merriam, 2009). 

The framework for this study was the 15 leader-

ship dimensions proposed by Dulewicz and Higgs 

(2005). The extensive literature review and strong 

mapping exercises of Dulewicz and Higgs’ LDQ, 

coupled with the statistically testing for reliability 

of the questionnaire, made it a valid conceptual 

framework to align with the events industry. The 

LDQ model is based on the proposition that lead-

ership requires emotional intelligence, managerial 

competence, and IQ, and consists of 15 leadership 

dimensions that can be used to explain the perfor

mance of managers in an organizational context 

(Geoghegan & Dulewicz, 2008). The LDQ is a 

highly evolved survey; for the purposes of this 

qualitative study, the descriptions of each LDQ, as 

provided by Dulewicz and Higgs (2005), were used 

as the basis of the interviews in order to explore 

how leadership practices are used in daily activities 

of business event managers.

As Bryman (2008) pointed out, it is almost impos

sible to establish how many interviews might be 

needed in qualitative research, though there is increas

ingly a move towards a minimum level of acceptabil-

ity. This minimum level appears to be somewhere 

between 12 and 20 (Bryman, 2008), with the sug-

gestion that these numbers will enable researchers 

to reach a theoretical saturation point in which there 

is “thematic exhaustion.” As the participants of this 

study are fairly homogenous and as the study has 

a clear and specific focus, it is argued that fewer 

comparisons are needed. Theoretical saturation was 

reached after the 12th interview; at this stage, no new 

data were emerging and participants were simply 

corroborating previously gathered data. Four more 

interviews were conducted after saturation point to 

ensure that no further themes arose.

The interviews took place in a one-to-one envi-

ronment at the interviewee’s place of work, allow-

ing for the development of rapport and for the 
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d
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p
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adjusted depending on who is being communicated 

with—understanding their audience was key. Addi-

tionally, understanding what stakeholders needed 

or wanted and how to communicate solutions that 

resulted in support from those involved was seen 

as key; as is demonstrated by this statement from 

Manager J:

The role is all about communicating, it’s what you 

do all day long . . . you have to talk to everyone on 

a level they will understand. . . . You need every-

one’s support during the delivery especially—so 

you speak to people in a way that is clear and easy 

to understand, so that they’ll do what you need 

them to do. And of course, with clients and guests, 

you have to talk to them in the right way. So, if you 

can’t communicate, you can’t really do the job.

Strategic Perspectives (Ranked #2). Collectively, 

the managers identified the need to consider the 

wider issues, to look at opportunities and threats, 

and to balance short- and long-term goals as an 

essential part of the role. Thirteen of the managers 

discussed the need for strategic thinking during the 

planning stages of an event, and ranked this as the 

second most important leadership practice identi-

fied in the LDQ dimensions. The research shows 

that the ability to foresee implications of key deci-

sions like the venue, entertainment, food, and bev-

erage are based on understanding of not just the 

event concept and the audience’s expectations but 

also on the organizing party’s culture and vision. 

The managers considered it necessary to be com-

mercially minded, making decisions based on com-

mercial—and strategic—perspectives, as shown by 

Manager G:

I would say that I am very commercially minded, 

so I make decisions based on commercial deci-

sions—I can look across the entire structure of 

what is happening and if I have to make a deci-

sion, preshow and on site, then I can see it from 

the sales point of view.

The managers in this study think strategically and 

commercially and believe that this is key to their 

successful leadership of business event; additionally, 

eight of the event managers in the study were able 

to visualize how their events related to their compa-

nies’ strategic objectives. This practice was closely 

related to the third most important dimension, that of 

dimensions into three categories: high, medium, and 

low. The split between high, medium, and low cate-

gories was drawn from the thematic analysis, based 

on the emphasis placed on each dimension by the 

participants and the number of mentions. Through 

this analytical process, relationships within catego-

ries and between categories were identified and 

explored and a clearer picture of leadership in busi-

ness events emerged.

Results and Discussion

The results of the discussions with the event man-

agers are now presented through the discussion of 

key themes and using quotes to illustrate or amplify 

the managers’ views. This study shows that each 

of the 15 dimensions identified by Dulewicz and 

Higgs (2005) in their LDQ were expressed by the 

managers when they were describing their role and 

responsibilities, but that there were six key leader-

ship practices of business event manager. These six 

key leadership practices emerged from the data and 

were ranked by the managers as most important 

and identified as frequently occurring or empha-

sized as important during the thematic exploration 

of the data.

Table 2 contains a full list of the LDQ dimen-

sions and rankings, and includes other emerging 

leadership practices.

High-Ranking Leadership Practices

Engaging Communication (Ranked #1). The find

ing show that the managerial practice of engaging 

communication was the most prominent of the 

15 LDQ dimensions, which supports the claims of  

communication as a key leadership personal-

ity characteristic (Bladen et al., 2012; Goldblatt, 

2008). All the managers frequently returned to the 

theme of communication during their interviews; 

for them communication skills were seen as vital 

to the role. It was noted that successful event man-

agers must communicate effectively and sensi-

tively to staff, stakeholders, clients, suppliers, and 

guests. The ability to choose the right communi-

cation strategy for the recipient and the ability to 

look at things from other perspectives was a key 

function. Specifically, managers A, D, E, F, and K 

referred to ensuring communication strategies are 



www.manaraa.com

IP: 194.87.52.244 On: Sat, 13 Jun 2020 11:11:40
Delivered by Ingenta

Article(s) and/or figure(s) cannot be used for resale. Please use proper citation format when citing this article including the
DOI, publisher reference, volume number and page location.

414	 ABSON

others to achieve a goal; leaders motivate, they 

evaluate decisions and envisage the potential con-

sequence and they create contingencies, just as the 

participants in this study do.

Resource Management (Ranked #4). The leader-

ship practice of managing resources features highly 

on the list of leadership priorities provided by the 

managers. This point of view is consistent with the 

work of Arcodia and Baker (2003), who identified 

managing resources as the most sought after skill in 

their review of event management job descriptions. 

In this study, the managers described the manage-

ment of resources as an integral part of the role—

planning what needs to be done, when it needs to be 

done by, and who will do it are part of the everyday 

leadership practices of these managers. There was a 

particular emphasis by 11 of the managers on man-

agement of operational planning (these managers 

rely on planning processes such as critical paths, 

event sheets for the event delivery, and team brief-

ings); though they also recognized the importance 

of managing the human resource and of assigning 

team members roles that ensured successful event 

delivery but also provided job variety in order to 

aid development. As Manager A said:

Obviously, each event is different so we try to rotate 

tasks so that not everyone is doing the same thing 

at every event so no one gets bored and everybody 

gets a variety and gets to use different skills.

Emotional Resilience (Ranked #5) and Interper

sonal Sensitivity (Ranked #6). The participants high

lighted the need to recognize other people’s feelings 

and emotions and to react to them accordingly in 

order to get the best outcome for the situation; they 

need empathy to be effective leaders. There was 

extensive reference to the intensity of event deliv-

ery and the pressure experienced from both timing 

and a managerial perspective. The need to remain 

calm under pressure, consider all viewpoints, and 

balance needs of stakeholders with intended event 

outcomes was highlighted, particularly as the event 

manager often becomes the focus of anger or frus-

tration of others.

So this is the awful balance. You’re the genius—

you have to be the easy going, relaxed personality 

critical analysis and judgement and echoes the find-

ing of Dulewicz and Higgs (2003b), in which they 

found that IQ competencies were the second most 

commonly identified factor in leadership within gen-

eral managers, who were at the same level within 

organizations as the event managers in this study.

Critical Analysis and Judgement (Ranked #3). 

The participants used their critical analysis and 

judgment frequently as part of their decision-making 

process. This reflects the observational writings by 

Goldblatt (2008) that the skill of problem solving 

in a fast-changing environment was key to successful 

leadership and that event managers need to be able 

to produce a workable solution for all the stake-

holders. Participants in this study felt that their role 

required the need to analyze a situation quickly and 

efficiently, and to consider all stakeholders con-

cerned before making a decision based on their own 

experience and judgement.

For the majority of the managers, critical analy-

sis and judgement was deemed as most important 

when working onsite at events. Additionally, deci-

sion making—the need to make quick decisions in 

unexpected and highly pressurized circumstances— 

was reported as an essential skill by all the par-

ticipants. Findings showed that all participants 

were solution driven; decision making started with 

the understanding of what needed to be achieved 

and then was worked “backwards” until a solution 

became clear. Key to this process was the judge-

ment call—the need to consider strategic outcomes 

for all stakeholders, including the consideration of 

short- and long-term impacts of any decisions. One 

participant summarized the need to have a critical 

faculty and make sound judgements and decisions 

based on reasonable assumptions and awareness of 

the impacts of these assumptions as follows:

Because if I am too wishy washy and not going 

to make decisions, then people are not going to 

trust my judgement. You need to make decisions 

quickly; and obviously, I have to look at the wider 

implications. Those decisions are based on experi-

ence and also on having an overview of the proj-

ect. (Manager I)

This echoes the suggestion by Silvers (2012) that 

managers analyze information, make decisions, and 

assign tasks whereas leaders influence and inspire 
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they are going to do. If they are more technically 

minded then they do that. (Manager K)

Encouragement and training for other staff mem-

bers were seen as part of their role as leader of the 

event team. The managers focused on recognizing 

achievements, and trying to offer challenges to 

team members through changes of roles. The man-

agers also emphasized that they saw part of their 

role as the facilitation of training and progression 

in the team—they allow team members to become 

accountable for particular elements of the event 

delivery and they gave junior team members oppor-

tunities to train on the job. However, this was rec-

ognized as a difficult leadership skill—finding the 

time and opportunities to develop staff and encour-

age others to perform beyond expectations was 

viewed as important, but not always possible—

largely due to lack of resources and the pressures of 

the pulsating organization that expands in the run 

up to the event and contracts after its completion.

Influence (Ranked #8). The event managers 

described situations in which they needed to focus 

on motivating people to work with together and to 

manage expectations of stakeholders; in this way 

business event managers try to use their influence. As 

has already been shown, event managers are often 

looking for a solution to satisfy all stakeholders; 

however, findings show that business event man-

agers find it is important to be firm but fair—while 

they strive to understand others positions, they rec-

ognize the need to be firm in many circumstances. 

Examples included exhibitors and sponsors trying to 

push for better positions or more free tickets and the 

event managers needing to diffuse situations but not 

concede on issues that are deemed to be outside of 

the expected norms.

Although this need to influence others and to con-

sider other viewpoints emerged strongly as a theme 

from the data, the managers ranked this less highly 

than might perhaps be expected. However, what 

did emerge from the interviews were two related 

themes that are not part of Dulewicz and Higgs LDQ 

dimensions—that of leading a network of teams 

and the importance of team work. Although these 

themes are not explicit within the LDQ dimen-

sions, they are discussed in the work of Posner and 

Kouzes (1998), who developed the five practices of 

being nice to everyone but at the same time a level 

of firmness that you don’t lose sight of objectives. 

(Manager C)

Additionally, the findings show that seven of 

the event managers feel they have one opportunity 

to get their event delivery right; that they must be 

consistent in their performance and focused on that 

goal, despite the difficulties of the pressurized situ-

ations event managers often face. Without this key 

skill, these managers did not feel they would be 

able lead their events effectively.

These skills relate closely to the LDQ dimension 

of emotional resilience and interpersonal sensitiv-

ity, which many of the managers discussed simulta-

neously. These EQ dimensions can all be linked to 

the notion of empathy that featured strongly in the 

data—participants felt that in order to be successful 

at the role, they needed to ensure they were empa-

thetic to others. Here, the findings relate directly to 

Goleman’s (1998) theory of emotional intelligence, 

in which he suggested that the capacity to empa-

thize with other people, to be able to understand the 

emotional make up of others, and to treat people 

according to the way they will react is a key con-

tributing factor to successful leadership.

Midranking Leadership Practices

The next set of leadership practices were well rep-

resented within the thematic exploration of the data, 

but were ranked as less important by the event man-

agers. Therefore, it can be suggested that, although 

these dimensions are an important part of the leader-

ship process, they are not considered as essential as 

the first six dimensions from the LDQ.

Developing (Ranked #7). Findings show that 

although the event managers did not spend a lot of 

time empowering direct reports, they did prioritize 

the need to support them in the work place. The 

event managers felt that it was important to ensure 

staff were given roles onsite that complemented 

their skill base.

Well I base [the decisions on who does what] on 

the skills that are apparent to me, so if they are a 

really good communicator, if they have a really 

good relationship with the client then that is what 
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Self-Awareness (Ranked #10). The managers 

appeared confident in their ability to list strengths 

and weaknesses and were comfortable discussing 

their particular personality traits. The ability to stay 

calm under pressure and not react to others emotional 

responses was particularly evident—the event man-

agers referred frequently to conflict situations with 

dissatisfied clients, guests, sponsors, and so on.

Well you have to stay absolutely calm and collected 

at all points even in the most stressful moments of 

the day. But no matter how stressed you are, or 

how much you disagree with that person you do 

have to stop and look at it from their point of view 

to try and get some understanding of why they 

might be behaving like that. (Manager J)

Low-Ranking Leadership Practices

The managers ranked the following leadership 

practices as less important than those previously 

discussed: intuitiveness (ranked #11); motivation (of 

oneself) (ranked #12); conscientiousness (ranked 

#13); achieving (ranked #14); and empowering 

(ranked #15). These practices were also less fre-

quently mentioned during the interview process. 

This is not to say that the managers did not feel 

these practices are part of the role—they very much 

thought they were—rather, it is that the other prac-

tices already discussed were more vital to success-

ful leadership. LDQ dimensions that were less 

prevalent are briefly described next.

Although each of these five Dulewicz and Higgs 

LDQ dimensions were less evident in the data (see 

Table 2), the dimension around empowering others 

was particularly difficult to pinpoint in the discus-

sions. This dimension relates directly to delegating 

responsibilities and encouraging staff to solve prob-

lems and develop skills. Although the participants 

did discuss the need to delegate work to others, 

they also agreed that they often preferred to do the 

work themselves in order to ensure that it was com-

pleted correctly. This notion of the work not being 

completed correctly by others suggests that the par-

ticipants felt that they were the only ones capable 

of doing even the smallest of jobs properly—they 

admitted to needing to feel in control, which they 

suggested was down to the possible ramifications 

of things being done badly or incorrectly in an 

exemplary leadership: modeling the way, inspiring 

others, challenging the process, enabling others, 

and encouraging the heart.

Leadership of Networks of Teams. The emerg-

ing data showed that events mangers lead teams in 

the “traditional” understanding of leadership—they 

transform behavior and motivate teams. However, 

they also lead a wide range of people from a variety 

of places during the event (suppliers/contractors/

stakeholders/clients/customers) at the event itself.

Leadership isn’t just about the people working 

for you, it’s about your CEO and the people at the 

event—it’s about your sponsors and the speakers 

and the delegates as well. When someone comes 

and asks you a question, no one ever wants to hear 

“oh I don’t know.” You really do need to know 

everything inside out. And that to me is leadership. 

(Manager J)

Motivation of Others/Team Work. A recurring 

theme emerging from the data was the need to moti-

vate others to help deliver the event. This included 

motivating direct reports and other colleagues to 

work with dedication and enthusiasm during the 

onsite delivery of events. This motivation is impor-

tant as event work equates to long hours and the 

need for a consistently high standard of service. 

Motivation was provided via rewards—regular 

breaks, food and beverages, and the opportunity to 

perform different roles within the delivery of the 

event. Therefore, motivation of others can be seen 

as a key leadership function for these managers.

Vision and Imagination (Ranked #9). Returning 

to the LDQ rankings, the findings show that busi-

ness event managers have a clear vision of the future 

of their event—they visualize the end of the proj-

ect and seek innovative ways to deliver events and 

create new experiences. Participants in the study 

highlighted the need to communicate the events 

organizations’ vision to various stakeholders—this 

goes beyond the notion of communicating the event 

concept, vision, and mission statement; business 

event managers also recognize the need to ensure 

the event concept and delivery is in line with the 

organizations’ culture and vision.
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HRD of event managers—how successful can event 

managers be as leaders, if they are unwilling to relin-

quish control of elements of the event delivery?

This study concludes that managers utilize a mix-

ture of managerial competencies, their intellectual 

facilities, and emotional intelligence to lead events; 

therefore, the point of view in this study is consis-

tent with Dulewicz and Higgs’ (2005) descriptions 

of leadership and highlights the need for HRD to 

focus on these skills. Leadership clearly matters 

in event management—examples of the business 

event manager’s daily activities not only demon-

strates that leadership is a key aspect of running busi

ness events, but that it infiltrates most aspects of 

the role.

Limitations

The key limitation of this study was the gender 

imbalance in the participants, with only three males 

participating. This, along with the relatively small 

number of participants, limits the ability to relate 

these findings to the wider events management 

industry. A further study, with a wider selection pro-

cess and more participants, would strengthen the 

contribution this study makes.

In addition, the data gathered in this study were 

based solely on the competency school theory, lead-

ing arguably to a narrow focus that neglects some 

of the key criticisms of this leadership movement. 

In addition, the focus on the LDQ dimensions 

excluded the use of key leadership inventories such 

as the LPI developed by Posner and Kouzes (1998), 

which proved to be relevant to the emerging data. 

In addition, the study neglects the paradigm shift 

in leadership, in which the focus is now often on 

areas such as leadership behavior, servant leader-

ship (Northouse, 2013), and authentic leadership 

(Avolio et al., 2009). However, in the last 20 years 

charismatic and transformational leadership have 

become the most researched theories (Avolio et al., 

2009). A study that provides a fuller picture of what 

leadership looks like in events management would 

help to answer the questions around the relevance 

of the competency school to this industry. In a simi-

lar way, the data collected relied on self-reporting 

by the participants; further research exploring 

the wider event team’s perceptions of leadership 

event situation in which there is little time to reflect 

or to fix any problems that occur. This can be linked 

directly to the discussions of the nature of events 

put forward by Bowdin, Allen, O’Toole, Harris, 

and McDonnell (2011), Bladen et al. (2012), and 

Van der Wagen (2007)—as events are temporary, 

unique occurrences and there is little opportunity 

to redress mistakes, it follows that event managers 

have only one opportunity to get it right, and they 

are unwilling to compromise on even the smallest 

detail in order to ensure that the delivery is excep-

tional. Discussions around this topic lead to one of 

the key themes emerging from the study.

Control

The findings suggest that business event manag-

ers need to be in control of all aspects of the event. 

They need to have planned, arranged, or overseen 

all aspects of the event themselves. The issue of 

ownership recurs throughout the data—the event 

managers feel they are solely responsible for the 

event delivery and as such, they feel it is impor-

tant to have control of all areas. It appears that, as 

events are temporary and unique and there is only 

one opportunity to get it right, event managers have 

issues with relinquishing control and are not able 

to delegate. Instead, they micromanage the event 

delivery; this then suggests that controlling the 

event is part of these business event managers over-

all leadership framework.

This need to be in control, and to carry out or at 

least oversee almost all aspects of the event deliv-

ery, seems to be in conflict with the conceptual dis-

cussions by leading events academics that focus on 

the delivery of the event as a team activity. Focus 

is given by Bowdin et al. (2011), Goldblatt (2008), 

and Van der Wagen (2007) on the need to work as 

part of a team in order to deliver a successful prod-

uct and this study shows that the managers recog-

nize the importance of teamwork in their events. 

However, as the findings in this study also suggest, 

event managers often do not trust others to carry 

out tasks on their behalf, we can see the tension in 

event management leadership—the need for con-

trol due to the unique nature of the event product 

versus the need to work in teams in order to deliver 

successful events. This then is the challenge for the 
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practices of engaging communication, strategic per-

spectives, critical analysis and judgement, resource 

management, emotional resilience, and interper-

sonal sensitivity in order to successful deliver their 

events and lead their event teams. Additionally, 

this study indicates that event managers believe 

that it is not the technical skills (such as financial 

planning, event design) that ensure successful event 

delivery but rather that it is the soft skills and the 

human resource that drive successful events. The 

study concludes then that, in terms of HRD, busi-

ness event managers need to combine the acquire-

ment of the technical skills needed to undertake 

the role and to incorporate these 6 key leadership 

practices into their every day in order be successful 

events leaders.

The study has also highlighted the tension at the 

heart of leadership within events—event projects are 

intangible and temporary in nature, with only one 

opportunity to get it right and this results in attempts 

by event managers to control all aspects of the event 

delivery. However, in order to be successful lead-

ers, they also need to work in teams, motivate and 

empower others, and develop team members. How 

event managers resolve this tension, and whether 

this makes them successful leaders, should be a focus 

for future events-related HRD research.

This study has shown that those working within 

the industry have already acknowledged that the 

“person” or personality is central to the role of 

event management. This notion has yet to be fully 

explored by academic research; future research 

should therefore attempt to focus on the manage-

ment and development of the human resource who 

are seen as key by the industry, and yet largely 

ignored by those of us studying the industry.
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