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Abstract

The common conception of leadership has typically focused on the actions
of an heroic leader — a single person who is the leader by virtue of his
commanding position in a hierarchy. The purpose of this article is to
look at some of the literature targeted to practitioners and suggest a
new view of leadership as the exercise of influence in any interpersonal
relationship. As such leadership is clearly being recognised as a
widespread social function necessary for the achievement of collective
objectives and not just a position in a hierarchy or a chain of
command. Thus, many different and diverse expressions of leadership are
needed in all organisations. It is suggested that this view may have
particular utility for the emerging knowledge era organisation which
demands that each person take the initiative for furthering the
objectives of his organisations.

Introduction

Organisations are changing in dramatic and fundamental ways. The
flood of new computer and telecommunications technologies, the continuous
introduction of new work methods, and the enormous managerial efforts
undertaken to make organisations (hence, individuals) responsive to fast
changing market conditions, all belie a need to understand and apply the
most effective leadership tools and techniques in today’s organisations.

The need is clear. Organisations recognise they are less than efficient
and often less than effective in achieving their objectives and it is due in
large part to the lack of leadership or the misunderstanding of what leadership
means.

John P Kotter (1996) reports a need for additional formal study of
organisational issues by potential/future leaders: “Success in managerial jobs
increasingly requires leadership, not just good management. Even at lower
levels in firms, the inability to lead is hurting both corporate performance
and individual careers. Organisations that stifle leadership from employees
are no longer winning.”
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2 SINGAPORE MANAGEMENT REVIEW

More recently, Noel Tichy and Eli Cohen, (1997), commenting on the
popularity of the learning organisation said: “A learning organisation isn’t
enough. They need to become teaching organisations...Teaching
organisations do share with learning organisations the goal that everyone
continually acquire new knowledge and skills. But to that they add the more
critical goal that everyone pass their learning on to others.” And his major
point identifies leaders as the teachers. In winning organisations, ...leaders
exist at all levels and leaders actively develop the next generation of leaders.
Once this ‘engine’ gets running, it is hard for competitors to stop.”

There is also an educational need for leadership programmes. Specific
curricular deficiencies in the area of leadership, systems thinking, and the
organisation-stakeholder relationship, have been cited by critics of
management education for some time. Corporate “universities” are
increasingly focusing on leadership development — especially as a tool for
orderly succession and as a means to prepare for growth. Continuous, lifelong
education and training are becoming both a necessity and an avocation among
managers aspiring to significant leadership positions.

Because of the changing nature of work and the advent of the virtual
organisation and self-management expectations, various professional
associations recognise the utility of leadership training for current job
enhancement as well as for job advancement. Professional associations such
as the Organisation Development Network, the American Society for Training
and Development, and the Human Resources Society (and their counterparts
all over the world) advocate continued formal education in leadership.

The United States Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics
also says there is a growing need for management and leadership training.
For example: “Employment of general managers and top executives is
expected to grow about as fast as the average for all occupations through the
year 2005 as new companies start up and established companies seek
managers who can help them maintain a competitive edge in domestic and
world markets ... Experienced managers whose accomplishments reflect
strong leadership qualities and the ability to improve the efficiency or
competitive position of an organisation will have the best opportunities.”

The same is true of health care, non-profits and other organisations. As
complexity increases and the knowledge era fully evolves, the demand for
leadership training will increase. But the concepts of leadership and
leadership development have come to mean many things to many people.

The popular conception of leadership is frequently understood in the
context of the functional role of a single person perched atop an organisational
pyramid. Recent idolisation of people like Jack Welch, CEO of General
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Electric, Michael Eisner, CEO of Disney, and Richard Branson, CEO of
Virgin, confirms this conceptualisation. While this glamorisation stimulates
the popular imagination and sets inspirational examples of what is possible
for every MBA student with dreams of corporate success, it does not
necessarily reflect best practice and effectiveness so much as a cult of
personality perpetrated by the press and massive public relations campaigns
by large organisations. As we shall see in a moment, however, leadership is
a concept in transition.

Defining Leadership

If you ask an accountant how to calculate the purchasing power of the
dollar, she would tell you to divide the consumer price index for the base
period of 1982-1984 by the consumer price index of a given year. Simple.
In almost every technical field — the so-called hard sciences of business
such as finance and accounting, production, information systems and contract
administration, for example — concepts are well defined and universally
understood. An asset is measured in the same way from one company to the
next. There is an extensive regulatory environment to insure that generally
accepted accounting principles (GAAP) are applied across the board to all
businesses.

This is not the case in developing useful principles to govern the social
systems of organisations, however. Instead, there is a rather colloquial jargon
that leaves an impression of the field being a rather soft science because so
many competing conceptual definitions exist for the same phenomena.
Leadership, for example, has literally hundreds of definitions in both
academic and practitioner circles is a concept thought to be obvious and
understood by anyone who comprehends English. Alas, it is not.

There are as many definitions of leadership as there are authors. That is
an unfortunate consequence of the lack of agreement about whether
leadership is a position, a person, a behavioural act, a style, or a relationship,
as much as it is due to the lack of agreement about exactly who or what we
are actually referring to. Obviously, if it can mean anything, it means nothing.

The American cultural mindset of leadership as a heroic act and a
singular achievement is created in part by the news, entertainment, and
advertising media that shapes our impression of the conventional
organisational world. The business press is varied in its approach to leadership
but in the vast majority of cases report on the men and women at the very
top of organisations. Fortune magazine focuses on CEOs of the largest
organisations while Forbes focuses on the entrepreneurs behind small and
mid-size companies, for example. A new entrant in the business press, Fast
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Company, has rocketed in circulation and advertising pages due to its extreme
emphasis on the heroic, larger than life accomplishments of a new generation
of organisational cowboys and cowgirls seemingly single-handedly reshaping
the contours of the business world. In a very exciting format and nouveau
design style, Fast Company portrays achievements as nothing short of
individual brilliance and panache.

The real world isn’t quite so dependent on the exploits of lone-ranger
type CEOs. But the truth is sometimes harder to accept because, while
individuals do indeed make a big difference, their successes are intimately
related to the cooperation and hard work of a small army of colleagues,
peers, “bosses”, “‘subordinates”, mentors, and customers combined with good
fortune. Though perhaps suitable as a symbol, the icons we so frequently
read about are really only an easy shorthand for a description of the work of
innumerable individuals who made success happen. There are after all
293,000 employees at GE, 117,000 at Walt Disney, and the Virgin Group
has slightly more than 10,000.

Still the business press shares a similar perspective about leadership:
that it is centered in a single person at the top who appears to have the
responsibility for all decisions right or wrong. Clearly it is a heroic model.
The individuals are seen as victors in the struggle for the corner office and,
while ensconced there, some are tough task masters with a no-nonsense
approach, others are more people-oriented. But it is the self-determination,
the intelligence, foresight, the strategic brilliance of these individuals who
virtually alone create organisational success for companies large and small.
It is a traditional model with basically two features of leadership. First, it is
the main function of the individual at the top to navigate the organisation
through a highly competitive global marketplace, constantly adjusting the
strategy and vision in order to succeed. In the inevitable personal profiles
that accompany the accounts of success or failure in this external strategic
battlefield leaders are portrayed as either good guys (only 3 per cent of the
time, are they gals, in the Fortune 1000) or bad guys. Clearly they convey a
model of leadership being centered in a CEO taking control of the
organisation and using it as an instrument of his or her will.

Second, the positional leader lays out the internal structures and
processes that, as if a well-oiled machine put in motion, accomplishes the
work. Thus, it is important to establish a common frame of reference when
we talk about leadership. Some organisations equate leadership with
management. Others equate it with financial success. Still others equate it
with getting employee compliance. Usually, leadership is simply thought to
mean being in charge. For Peter Drucker (1998), considered the father of
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modern management thinking, a leader is: “the person who has responsibility
and who has followers.” As such it is a formal role played by someone given
authority to provide “responsibility” in an organisation. This is very
compatible with what we have seen, that focuses attention in much of the
corporate world, on the leadership behaviour of those at the very top of
organisations.

Unfortunately, few organisations have gone much further than a general
advocacy of a certain executive “command presence” and few have truly
institutionalised the practice. In other cases, individuals are left to themselves
to figure out how to succeed as a leader given the prevalence of certain
norms. Unlike the existence of GAAPs there is no convention regarding a
single acceptable leadership standard. More importantly, there is no
convention that asserts the appropriate behaviour of CEOs. They are allowed
to impose personal beliefs, philosophies and behaviours freely so long as
they are not illegal and they retain the confidence of their boards of directors.
Thus, the test of institutionalisation of leadership best practices is quite
important though illusive — and will remain a future challenge for the
profession.

Primary Archetypes of Heroic Leadership

Two recent books profiled the successes of two men who symbolise the
contradictory archetypes as if extreme poles on a continuum of leadership
approaches most frequently drawn upon by CEOs as models for their own
behaviour. One was about Al Dunlap, the no nonsense turnaround specialist
and the other was Herb Kelleher, founding CEO of Southwest Airlines,
who demonstrates a people-oriented approach. A brief description of their
approaches is merited to sketch the frequently cited polarities among
observers of leadership.

In Mean Business: How I Save Bad Companies and Make Good
Companies Great, (New York: Times, 1996) Al Dunlap gave an account of
his turnaround of Scott Paper. In a mere 20 months, from his appointment
as CEO to Scott’s merger with Kimberly-Clark, Dunlap, in his own words,
“cut back 70 per cent of upper management and eliminated more than 11,200
total jobs, 35 per cent of the Scott payroll.” In addition, he sold off pieces of
the company that included another 6,000 jobs. But, according to him, once
“ ... the bloodletting had ended . . . 20,000 people had secure jobs once
again.” In this way he earned in the USA the nickname given to him in
Australia: Chainsaw Al.

But redemption came in the form of a massive stock appreciation without
which the basis for his book would have been missing. Stockholder value
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increased by US$6.5 billion. “That’s more than $10 million a day!”” he proudly
proclaimed. For his efforts Dunlap walked away with US$100 million in
salary, exercised stock options, personal stock profits and a non-compete
agreement alone worth US$20 million after the merger. All of this, he boasted,
was well deserved — less than 2 per cent of the wealth he created for the
stockholders. Did he earn it? “Damn right I did. I'm a superstar in my field
much like Michael Jordan in basketball and Bruce Springsteen in rock ’'n’
roll.”

When the criteria of effectiveness is profit, stockholder value and
survival, the mention that Al Dunlap was on the way once sent stock prices
soaring. When it was announced that he would be the new CEO of Sunbeam
Corporation, the stock shot up 50 per cent in one day! Of course, by the
time he gets to an ailing company the patient is on its last leg and desperate
acts seem the only way to meet the challenge. In the case of Sunbeam,
however, he left the company in disarray. His “leadership” apparently didn’t
always work. But all that occurred well after the book was published.

For Al Dunlap, leadership isn’t an interpersonal behaviour as it is
typically understood, it isn’t about relationships between the leader and
follower, it isn’t even about a personal style. It is about economic success or
failure. If you are successful in either raising stock prices or dividends or
profits you are deemed a leader. If you don’t do these things you are simply
a failure. Witness his acrimonious departure from Sunbeam.

However, if effectiveness is measured by profitability, satisfaction and
the intact survival of the organisation over time, Al Dunlap’s school of
leadership is not very useful. The question is: “If not Al Dunlap, then who?”

Interestingly, the antipode to Mean Business, Nuts! Southwest Airlines’
Crazy Recipe for Business and Personal Success (Freiberg, 1996) recounts
the life and times of a rather remarkable team of entrepreneurs who, with
seemingly inexhaustible energy, compassion and vision, created the most
enduring success in contemporary American aviation. Theirs is a story of
how an airline struggled for its place in the industry, fought the good (and
wildly successful) fight and did so living up to the highest standards of
integrity.

Its hallmarks were service to employee and customer alike while setting
a shining example of how to operate according to a set of interpersonal
standards and respectfulness still all too rare in the corporate world. While
Herb Kelleher, the CEO and one of the original brains behind its vision and
strategy exemplifies the spirit and philosophy of the organisation, today that
vision has been institutionalised and is now carried on by 20,000 current
Southwest employees.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright:owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permissionyyaanw. i



LEADERSHIP: A PRACTITIONER'S PERSPECTIVE ON THE LITERATURE 7

While Mean Business was incredible because of the arrogance and self-
centeredness of its author, Nuts! equally leaves the reader with a sceptical
view of the cozy claims that “Love” isn’t just the name of the airport in
Dallas that serves as its corporate headquarters but the driving force and
single most powerful explanation for the company’s success. In the case of
Herb Kelleher and his associates, one just can’t imagine their being that
good.

The time and effort to create a culture that puts employees first, that
insists on each person contributing their best, that fosters an environment of
caring and laughter amid the seriousness of providing the safest, most reliable
and most customer satisfying airline in the United States, seems somewhat
fictional. How can you possibly get 20,000 people to care about anything
day in and day out without tough managers making it happen? It seems just
too good to be true.

The company experienced steady profits year in and year out. Satisfied
employees are willing to do whatever it takes to get planes safely skyward.
[t is an airline where captains and baggage handlers willingly work together
and share the same mission. Creating and keeping this kind of culture is the
hardest thing a leader can do.

Clearly this is a tale of ordinary people doing extraordinary things
because they possess the will to do so and because the management of the
organisation makes it a priority to enable, empower, encourage and, indeed,
ennoble each employee. It takes a conception of leadership as an interpersonal
responsibility for the whole that is in stark contrast to Dunlap’s approach. It
resulted in a level of performance and good will equally rare among a
workforce more used to suffering downsizings, reorganisations, outsourcings,
and disregard from the managerial elite than expressions of love and
compassion — almost a daily occurrence at Southwest. This is a very unusual
tale of corporate life.

The story of Southwest is not the story of quick riches but of steady
profits. “It is the only US airline to have made money every year since
1973.” It has done this by offering the lowest airfares in the business while
having the most productive workforce among all US airlines, having the
best safety record, and a no-furlough policy that has withstood the ravages
of an extraordinarily competitive environment. Southwest is ranked in the
top 10 in Fortune magazine’s (January 11, 1999) list of the 100 Best
Companies to Work for in America. And stockholders have been pleased as
well.

The contrast between Herb Kelleher and Al Dunlap dramatises the
essential differences in popular leadership models of the tough task master
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with a no nonsense approach versus a compassionate people-oriented
approach.

Our dualistic and frequently superficial impressions of what leadership
1s seems equally driven by events as they are by style. Success brings imitation
believing that a particular style such as Dunlap’s or Kelleher’s was the sole
responsible factor for success.

It is apparent that this conceptual exploration risks becoming fodder
for an ideological battle: Tough versus soft, liberal versus conservative, one
person’s ideas versus the ideas of the many, science versus art, etc.

Representative Leadership Literature

With only a rare exception or two, the leadership literature,
unfortunately, reinforces the idea of the heroic CEO, though there have been
some significant departures. (See Appendix A for a list of selected leadership
literature from the 1990s. It summarises each author’s definition of the
concept, the approach taken and its uses.)

James Collins and Jerry Porras, in their successful Built to Last (1994),
typify the idea that leadership is based in position. For them, leadership is
defined as “top executive(s) who displayed high levels of persistence,
overcame significant obstacles, attracted dedicated people, influenced groups
of people toward the achievement of goals, and played key roles in guiding
their companies through crucial episodes in their history.” For Collins and
Porras leaders are heroes, just as they have always been.

For Warren Bennis, one of the most popular leadership gurus, leadership
was not explicitly defined in his book Learning to Lead co-authored with
Joan Goldsmith (Addison-Wesley, 1994). Bennis and Goldsmith simply
described what leaders do as opposed to what managers do. For example,
“leaders act with integrity and competence, interpret reality, explain the
present and paint a picture of the future, innovate, build trust, are effective
advocates for followers and care about them.” As they say: “A good manager
does things right. A leader does the right things.”

However, in tracking the leadership literature over the last decade, it is
clear there are signs that the concept is changing — and dramatically so. In
spite of a long history of seeing leadership as a function of top management
and based solely in one’s position in an organisation, today, many people
are seeing leadership as a function to be exercised by virtually everyone in
an organisation.

Peter Northouse, (1997) defined leadership as ... a process whereby
an individual influences a group of individuals to achieve a common goal.”

Toward the end of the decade an interesting article by Peter Block
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(1997a), author of Stewardship (1993), simply stated that now “Leaders
don’t matter.” Indeed, undue reliance on one or two individuals may be
organisationally inefficient as well as dangerous to individuals by really
encouraging them to be dependent on others. Explaining further (1997b),
Block said: “The focus on the leader is a collective escape from responsibility.
A culture of accountability will come from turning our attention away from
leaders and committing ourselves to creating a deeper sense of community
and citizenship.”

Reflecting on the practice of several large organisations successful at
creating conventional leaders, Noel Tichy and Eli Cohen (1997) report that
leadership isn’t about an all-knowing super person but a quality that can be
developed in everyone — a responsibility that can be spread throughout an
organisation that results in perhaps the only real competitive advantage. Gill
Hickman (1998) reports that “Leadership and followership in transformistic
organisations are predicated less on positional authority and more on
interdependent work relationships centered on common purposes.
Participants are active, multi-faceted contributors.” For Hickman,
transformistic organisations “describes the capacity of an existing or new
organization to facilitate multiple levels of transformation (individual,
organizational or societal) by partially or completely changing its human
capabilities, structure and or functions in alignment with its core values and
unifying purpose ... ”

An organisation that attempts to structure itself to enable this form of
behaviour to evolve is the Swiss-based ABB (Asea Brown Boveri) under
former CEQ Percy Barnevik. Barnevik (1997) reports: “There is a tremendous
unused potential in our people. Our organisations ensure they only use 5 to
10 per cent of their abilities at work ... We have to learn how to recognise
and employ that untapped ability that each individual brings to work every
day.” In this environment, leadership isn’t so much a heroic act as a catalytic
one — stimulating others to utilise more of their potential more often.

ABB has created a “leadership engine.” According to Barnevik: “The
press may describe us as a US$30 billion diversified global company, but
we see ourselves as a portfolio of 1,200 companies, each with an average of
200 employees. This is where the real work gets done, and these people
need well-defined responsibilities, clear accountability, and maximum
degrees of freedom to execute.” As Sumantra Ghoshal and Christopher
Bartlett, (1997), concluded: “The real requirement of success, then, was not
just resources or strategic brilliance at the top of the company but a broad-
based organisational capability embedded deep in the corporate ranks.” With
5,000 profit centres and a corporate headquarters of only 200 people,
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leadership at ABB must be localised and widespread.

Toward a Simplified Definition of Leadership

Leadership is clearly being recognised as a widespread social function
necessary for the achievement of collective objectives and not just a position
in a hierarchy or a chain of command. As such, many different and diverse
expressions of leadership are needed in all organisations. Further, we contend
that leadership is a specific social phenomenon between people for the
purpose of achieving mutual objectives which are intended to result in
collective effectiveness and personal enrichment over time. It is as much
about how work gets done as it is about what gets done and who does it.
Thus, here, we will define leadership as a form of influence and a type of
role. We will also emphasise the importance of generalising the behaviours
that constitute leadership so each person in an organisation can develop a
more effective influence style and assume the role of “leader” as catalyst,
coordinator or facilitator, when appropriate. Undoubtedly this will be a
controversial departure from the conventional wisdom but evidence suggests
that organisational success in the future will be determined on precisely this
new conceptualisation of leadership.

One of the first accounts of the appearance of this form of leadership
was described by Joseph Rost (1993). “Leadership is an influence relationship
among leaders and followers who intend real changes that reflect their mutual
purposes.” In the knowledge era, he recognised that, at least within formal
organisations, the work between people will take the shape of collegial
relationships rather than hierarchical ones. In becoming a more collegial
enterprise, essentially composed of “volunteers,” mutual consent and
negotiated agreement will typify decision-making, goal setting, and
performance appraisal. Clearly leadership in this environment will require
the mutual exchange of influence based on perceived common interest, the
expertise of the individuals involved and the conditions impacting the specific
objective at hand.

Of course there are many forms of influence and we shouldn’t confuse
them. And, perhaps, in the near future we will develop a finely tuned lexicon
of leadership more clearly defined according to the context, the type of
organization and the degree of expertise of the individuals within them. For
now, however, we’d like to make a sharp distinction between the conventional
wisdom of leadership as “positionship” (regardless of the form of influence)
and leadership as a process of mutual interaction, mutual consent, and mutual
gain between leader and follower. If we see influence style as a product of
the nature of the power and values disposition of the individual as a continuum
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of possibilities as in Chart 1, we can distinguish several forms of influence.
These distinctions result in various behavioural styles used by the “position
holder” of a group — be it at the level of the organisation, division, department,
parish, bureau, shop, etc. However, not all forms of influence should be
defined as “leadership” as we discuss that behaviour here. Simply, in this
new conceptualisation of leadership, leadership is a particular kind of
influence. While we recognise this perspective is new, we believe it helps us
more accurately frame the discussion by being more precise about what we
mean. With this approach we clearly reject the Hitlers, Stalins, Pol Pots and
Maos of the world as leaders though surely they were tyrants and dictators.
Influential? Yes, but their influence was largely based on threat, coercion,
intimidation and mass murder to force compliance and to maintain their
position power. They are not considered to be leaders in the sense of that
term as it is used here though, of course, they had followers — a necessary
but not sufficient requirement to be a leader.

The CEO represents a point of contact to the external world of investors,
regulators, and the local community. His or her role is to facilitate the creation
of a vision, a mission and a strategy to achieve them. It is also important for
leadership to be dispersed throughout the organisation in order to craft the
ability of a diverse workforce to live the vision and achieve the mission as
articulated in the strategy.

In order to identify best leadership practices, it is therefore important
to decide which intended outcomes will be sought in utilising the leadership
form of influence. Remember that the use of leadership as a form of influence
doesn’t preclude the use of other influence styles such as boss, but the
distinction certainly keeps our conversation more accurate when using these
concepts. When we are being a boss or a manager or a dictator or a partner,
we should own up to that style and not lump them all together as “leadership.”

A “leadership” influence style focuses on the mobilisation of
workpartners in a consensual, collective, effort to achieve the organisation’s
vision.

Clearly, as we move into the twenty-first century, the successful
management of people creates the demand for leadership and the act of
leadership requires people to become more open to their whole experience
of interpersonal interaction — to see more, hear more, understand more, in
order to help the organisation see and meet the changing needs of customers
and employees and to focus the collective productive intent of achieving
effective results. The purpose of leadership is also about creating a seamless
partnership between customer, employee, and organisational purpose in order
to succeed in the market. It is about intelligence — about pushing back personal
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limitations and being open to new possibilities for creating a better, more
enjoyable, more successful organisation. Most of all, perhaps, the act of
leadership is about building strong positive relationships.

The tools and techniques used to mobilise the creative talent and energy
of workpartners makes contemporary business success possible. Through a
positive contribution of personal energy and commitment to success, each
employee makes the organisation viable. The innovation and creativity of
the workforce, when unleashed, can do remarkable things. We see this every
day in the products and services that fill the marketplace. It takes the power
of collaborative, positive leadership to make this happen. It is everyone’s
responsibility.

Of course, leadership is an interpersonal skill used to influence others.
It is a skill that is desperately left wanting in most organisations because
technical expertise and political prowess have been confused with the ability,
and the right, to manage. But leadership, if conceptualised as simply being
the boss, the one in charge, having the right to tell others what to do because
of one’s position in the hierarchy, is simply not adequate to deal with the
challenges facing organizations at the dawn of the twenty-first century. It is
an inadequate model for operating a complex human system where patterns
of influence and achievement are dependent on a multitude of factors beyond
the control of any one person regardless of organisational position or personal
talent. To see leadership as an act of a position is to rely on the heroic model
of leadership and to risk organisational performance on the hope that,
somehow, heroism will be forthcoming and successful when needed. It can’t
be counted on to happen that way.

But leadership is about much more than mobilising a workforce to
achieve output objectives. It is also about creating joy, efficacy and a shared
purpose — in short, a positive workplace culture. Max DePree (1989), CEO
emeritus of furniture maker Herman Miller, was one of the first to talk about
building a covenantal relationship with employees and to use words such as
“love” and “joy” when describing the new leader’s work. When joy and a
shared purpose are outcomes of the leader’s use of people-management tools
and personal influence, organisational success is virtually guaranteed.

With personnel selected on the basis of education, social skills, creativity
and the ability to work independently (but also as members of a team), large
organizations will have the luxury of creating cultures that support and
reinforce individuals who can succeed in creative, competitive, knowledge-
based environments. Leaders, in the larger sense of the term, will play a
very different role. Instead of concentrating on directing and controlling,
they will coordinate, coach, support, teach, motivate, facilitate, defend, and,
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from time to time, rejuvenate their environments — and not do so alone but
as a function of their work with others — exercising their leadership skills in
service to the group and the organisation.

Changing Context of Organisational Leadership

Many readers might find the idea of “leadership as everyone” or as
only one form of influence a bit far fetched. But there is massive evidence
that a dramatic shift has been taking place in a sizable portion of the economy
that indeed spells the death of the old way of being including the ego-centered,
hierarchical, power-driven conception of leadership. Many organisations that
have stumbled into the new era are finding themselves in what are described
as knowledge-based organisations. These organisations depend on the
acquisition, manipulation, packaging and selling of concepts, abstractions,
insights and ideas. This requires a new way of being. As such, being effective
requires the full participation and creative talents of each person to be
noticeably present in the value chain. That requires both individual
intelligence to be brought to bear on each person’s work but also a catalytic
form of influence that stimulates continuous creative contributions and each
person reaching into new areas of their potential.

The main reason that many organisations today are in a state of chaos
and breakdown is due to their inability to develop an appropriate “influence”
ethos and style (leadership) for the knowledge era. Blaming today’s incessant
change for the chaos misses the point and reinforces the idea that all solutions
are still expected from a heroic leader. People and organisations equipped to
face change do not experience it as chaos while those who are ill equipped
to deal with it, do feel the chaos, struggle and fail. It is not change that is the
problem but our response to change. And it is those organisations that
effectively utilize the collective effort through the “leadership” form of
influence that succeed.

Today, as managers reach senior levels and are expected to practise
more leadership than positionship, the old mindsets they bring with them
increasingly disappoint them, increasingly fail, increasingly lead to conflict;
but they are at a loss to understand why. In desperation they too often simply
try harder rather than shift their thinking. Try to be more heroic than
collaborative and continue to fail.

Unfortunately, not all people still thought to be “in charge” by virtue of
their holding a particular position and having authority over others, behave
heroically — even occasionally like leaders — and they are frequently not
very good managers. It seems we tolerate this and simply call bad managers,
managers and good managers leaders. We have thus come to expect
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mediocrity among people who are responsible and, if the popularity of the
Dilbert cartoon series 1s an indication, expect managers to be clueless. In
the case of really good management that also inspires, challenges and raises
our sights to possibilities we haven’t yet imagined, the hero’s visionary touch
seems present. It clearly stands out as an exception though, because good
management has never been a prerequisite for being given authority and in
the future being responsible in the sense of being a good manager/leader
will be everyone’s business.

In the knowledge era, the emphasis on which portion of our jobs will
require leadership and which portion will require management is likely to
shift toward leadership. This is because of several reasons. First, the
knowledge-based organisation requires more interpersonal negotiations,
collaboration between peers, and consultative relationships with others in
the organisation who are neither bound to fulfill our needs nor to be expected
to cooperate as a matter of course (and vice versa). The networks we
increasingly work in will require a proficiency in influencing and inspiring
others that few of us inherently possess and few of us learn through formal
education and training. Yet we will need those skills in great abundance to
make the network work well and to make sure leadership is part of our
everyday work life responsibilities.

If people are promoted because of their technical ability alone or the
success of their political skills with their boss without regard to the leadership
skills that are important, leadership remains elusive. Ultimately, leadership
skills will enhance the effectiveness of every manager. Indeed it is those
skills that make the good manager even more effective. There are two broad
sets of skills primarily interpersonal and conceptual in nature that enable an
individual to be effective as both a manager and a leader.

Because leadership is not likely to be a permanent role one plays but a
fluid give and take where one will lead one minute and follow the next,
leadership practice and development must be a part of everyone’s capability.

Furthermore, personal leadership effectiveness will become part of the
routine development of all personnel and the traditional training function
will evolve into a continuous career-long learning process that prepares
participants for a variety of contingencies including handling the unknown.
Corporate “universities” are now replacing training departments to reflect
the new emphasis on learning, creative problem solving, intellectual
adaptability and resourcefulness in exercising one’s new role in the
knowledge era.

So, there is an exciting future ahead for organisations developing a
leadership culture as they move from focusing on a hero to focusing on the
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process of leading. It is in the realm of building leadership capacity and
helping each individual develop his or her full potential that corporate
educators can make the most significant personal contributions to the success
of their organisations for years to come.
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