


The Routledge Companion
to Leadership

Leadership has never been more important — and divisive — than it is today. The idea and
discourse of the leader remains a critical factor in organizational and societal performance, but
there is evident tension between the persistent focus on the critical importance of individ-
ual leaders and the increasing emphasis on collective leadership. The Routledge Companion to
Leadership provides a survey of the contentious and dynamic discipline of leadership.

This collection covers key themes in the field, including advances in leadership theory,
leadership in a range of contexts and geographies, leadership failure, leadership process, and
leadership development. Topics range from micro studies to wider political analyses of leader-
ship, taking in unusual but important aspects such as portrayals of leadership in architecture,
media, and science fiction. Contributions from 61 internationally renowned authors from 16
countries make available the full range of perspectives, approaches, and insights on the idea
of leadership. Providing both a social sciences and a psychological approach, these go beyond
common themes to offer diverse perspectives on such topics as emotion and leadership and por-
trayals of leadership. This volume situates leadership debates and evidence within contemporary
leadership crises, while ensuring that the explorations of the issues are of enduring relevance.

With wide and critical coverage of the key topics and potent contextualization of themes in
current events, The Routledge Companion to Leadership is the ideal resource for graduate study in

leadership.
John Storey is Professor of Human Resource Management at The Open University, UK.
Jean Hartley is Professor of Public Leadership at The Open University, UK.

Jean-Louis Denis is Professor of Public Management and Canada Research Chair in Governance
and Transformation of Health Organizations and Systems at Ecole nationale d’administration
publique (ENAP), Canada.

Paul ‘t Hart is Professor of Public Administration at Utrecht University, the Netherlands.

Dave Ulrich is the Rensis Likert Professor of Business at the University of Michigan, USA.



“A ‘companion’ is defined as someone with whom one spends a lot of time and with whom one
travels. I anticipate that leadership educators and researchers throughout the world will relish
the opportunity to travel intellectually in the company of the most interesting and provocative
contemporary leadership thinkers who are gathered together in this intriguing volume.”

Brad Jackson, Victoria University of Wellington, New Zealand

“Covering a wide range of topics and written by experts in the field, this collection will be a
valuable resource to all students of leadership looking for the most up-to-date and challenging
thinking concerning this ubiquitous yet illusive phenomenon.”

Donna Ladkin, Plymouth University, UK

“This comprehensive book of leadership essays is an important addition to our understanding of’
this crucial element of social, economic and political organization in every society. Sophisticated
in its framing, wide-ranging in its focus, this is a book that will be useful for every student of
leadership, regardless of their field.”

Stanley Renshon, City University of New York, USA

“Today, there is no shortage of encyclopedias and handbooks on leadership. Yet this excellent
collection of chapters, co-edited by a team of accomplished leadership scholars from various
fields, marks a most welcome and important addition to the international literature. While too
often editors leave the crucial task of developing meaningful distinctions between, for example,
conceptualizing, practicing and evaluating leadership, to their readers, this companion does
a marvelous job of bringing clarity, structure and perspective to a burgeoning field that has
become notorious for its elusiveness. A truly indispensable resource.”

Ludger Helms, University of Innsbruck, Austria


http://taylorandfrancis.com

The Routledge Companion
to Leadership

Edited by John Storey, Jean Hartley,
Jean-Louis Denis, Paul ‘t Hart
and Dave Ulrich

£ ¥ Routledge

2 Taylor & Francis Group
NEW YORK AND LONDON



First published 2017
by Routledge
711 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10017

and by Routledge
2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RN

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business
© 2017 Taylor & Francis

The right of John Storey, Jean Hartley, Jean-Louis Denis, Paul ‘t Hart and
Dave Ulrich to be identified as authors of this work has been asserted by
them in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs
and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced
or utilized in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other

means, now known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and
recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, without
permission in writing from the publishers.

Tiademark notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks
or registered trademarks, and are used only for identification and
explanation without intent to infringe.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data

Names: Storey, John, 1947~ editor.

Title: The Routledge companion to leadership / [edited by] John Storey,
Jean Hartley, Jean-Louis Denis, Paul ‘t Hart, & David O. Ulrich.

Description: 1 Edition. | New York : Routledge, 2016.

Identifiers: LCCN 2016011925 (print) | LCCN 2016012996 (ebook) |
ISBN 9781138825574 (hbk) | ISBN 9781315739854 (ebk) |
ISBN 9781317578246 (pdf) | ISBN 9781317578239 (epub) |
ISBN 9781317578222 (mobi/kindle)

Subjects: LCSH: Leadership.

Classification: LCC HD57.7 .R6898 2016 (print) | LCC HD57.7
(ebook) | DDC 303.3/4—dc23

LC record available at http://lcen.loc.gov/2016011925

ISBN: 978-1-138-82557-4 (hbk)
ISBN: 978-1-315-73985-4 (ebk)

Typeset in Bembo
by Swales & Willis Ltd, Exeter, Devon, UK



Contents

List of Figures

List of Tables

Notes on Contributors

Preface

John Storey, Jean Hartley, Jean-Louis Denis, Paul ‘t Hart and Dave Ulrich

PART |
Conceptualizing Leadership

1 What Is Leadership: Person, Result, Position or Process,
or All or None of These?
Keith Grint, Owain Smolovi¢ Jones and Clare Holt

2 Recognizing and Realizing the Market Value of Leadership
Dave Ulrich and Justin Allen

3 Beyond the Hero—Leader: Leadership by Collectives
Viviane Sergi, Jean-Louis Denis and Ann Langley

4 Leadership in the Face of Crisis and Uncertainty
David Rast and Michael Hogg

PART II
Studying Leadership

5 Studying Leadership: Taking Meaning, Relationality and Ideology Seriously
Mats Alvesson

ix

xi
xv

21

35

52

65

67



Contents

6

10

11

12

Instead of Angels: Leaders, Leadership and Longue Durée
Peter Gronn

Critical Perspectives on Leadership Studies: A Narrow Normative
Programme or a Broad Church?

Scott Taylor and Jackie Ford

Psychoanalytic Perspectives on Leadership
Irma Rybnikova

Leadership and Power
Joshua Firth and Brigid Carroll

Followership in Context: A More Nuanced Understanding of
Followership in Relation to Leadership
Mary Uhl-Bien and Melissa Carsten

Leadership Succession in Politics and Business: Converging Logics?
Fredrik Bynander and Paul ‘t Hart

Leadership in Interaction
Magnus Larsson

PART Il
Practising Leadership

13

14

15

16

17

vi

Politics and Political Astuteness in Leadership
Jean Hartley

Great Expectations and Great Limitations:

Walking the Tightrope of Political Leadership in the
Twenty-First Century

Matthew Laing and James Walter

Co-leadership: Contexts, Configurations and Conditions
Emilie Gibeau, Wendy Reid and Ann Langley

Leadership on the Board: The Role of Company Secretary
Andrew Kakabadse, Nadeem Khan and Nada Kakabadse

Practising Religious Leadership
Jack Barentsen

89

104

114

125

142

157

173

195

197

209

225

241

260



18

Practising Clinical Leadership: What Is It and How Does It Work?

John Storey and Richard Holti

PART IV
Contextualizing Leadership

19

20

21

22

23

24

How Does Institution Matter? Leadership Behaviour in Eastern and
Western Europe
Werner Auer-Rizzi and Gerhard Reber

Consequences of Context: Political Leadership and Followership
Barbara Kellerman

Leadership and Religion
Sverre Spoelstra

Ethics in Denial: Leadership and Masculinity in the Financial Sector
David Knights

Global Leadership in Perspective
Allan Bird, Mark Mendenhall, Joyce Osland, Gary Oddou and
Sebastian Reiche

Political Leadership in the Twenty-First Century: Neo-Liberalism
and the Rise of the CEO Politician
Peter Bloom and Carl Rhodes

PART V
Evaluating Leadership

25

26

27

28

Destructive Leadership: Antecedents, Consequences and Remedies
Ronald Burke

Evaluating the Performance of Ethical Leadership
Alan Lawton

Leadership and Organizational Performance: State of the Art and
a Research Agenda
Eva Knies, Christian Jacobsen and Lars Tummers

Leaders as Spiritual Heroes: The Paradoxes of Unlimited Leader Agency
Dennis Tourish

Contents

278

295

299

309

319

332

348

359

373

377

391

404

419

Vii



Contents

PART VI
Imagining Leadership

29

30

31

Star-Crossed: Imagining Leadership in Science Fiction Narratives
Kimberly Yost

Media Portrayals: From Leadership Cults to Celebrity Politicians
Maja Simunjak and John Street

Leadership and Architecture
Michael Minkenberg

PART VI
Nurturing Leadership

32

33

34

35

36

Can Leadership Be Taught?
Ann Cunliffe and Julie Wilson

Diverse Approaches to Leadership Development
Jonathan Gosling and lan Sutherland

Identity Work in Leadership Development
Helen Delaney

Discourse and Identity: Leader Identity at Work
Peter Sun

Conclusions: Looking to the Future of Leadership
John Storey, Jean Hartley, Jean-Louis Denis, Paul ‘t Hart and
Dave Ulrich

Index

viii

433

437

450

465

501

505

545

566

581

595

602



Figures

1.1
2.1
2.2
2.3
18.1
18.2
18.3
31.1
31.2

31.3
31.4

31.5
31.6

31.7
31.8
31.9
31.10
31.11
31.12
35.1

The Hill of Upward Dissent

Architecture for Intangibles

Evolution of Firm Valuation

Synthesis of Leadership Capital Domains

The Elements Needed for Clinical Leadership

Change Processes and Clinical Leadership Roles

Modes of Behaviour

Berlin: A Capital City in Constant Transition

Royal Axis in Paris: View from the Place de la Concorde to the Arc
de Triomphe and La Défense

Imperial Rome: The Forum Romanum at the time of Augustus’s death
Rome: Victor Emmanuel Monument, with Forum Romanum and
Michelangelo’s Capitol

Model of Proposed North—South Axis for Hitler’s Berlin

Berlin: Federal Row, Federal Chancellory, rebuilt Reichstag building
and new Federal Ministry of Interior

Washington DC and Its Monumental Axis

Capital City Axiality, Australian-Style

Canberra’s Parliament Building

Brasilia: Monumental Axis

Astana: The eastern end of the central axis

Astana: Baiterek Tower and view of the western end of the central axis
Leader Identity at Work: A Narrative Process

13
25
26
28
289
290
291
467

469
472

474
477

479
482
484
485
488
491
492
592



Tables

2.1

3.1

3.2
11.1
11.2
11.3
15.1
16.1
16.2
17.1
17.2

17.3
19.1
19.2
19.3
27.1

32.1
32.2
A32.1
A32.2

A32.3
36.1

Overview of Leadership Rating Index

Pluralizing Leadership: Comparison of Two Contexts

Three Perspectives on Plural Leadership

A Typology of Incumbent Leaders’ Positions vis-a-vis Succession Challenges
Incumbent Options When Faced with a Succession Trigger
Challenger Options When Faced with a Succession Trigger
Co-leadership Role Configurations

Three Dimensions of Power

Third-Dimensional Discretionary Power of Company Secretary
Challenges for Religious Leadership in a Postmodern Context
Key Characteristics of Religious Leadership, Shaped by Institutional
versus Network Contexts

Dimensions, Roles and Tasks of Religious Leadership

Leadership Studies

Leadership Behaviours

Czech and German Managers

Overview of Published Studies on Leadership and Performance in
Public Organizations

Leadership Modules in Sampled MBA Programmes

Survey of Master’s Programmes with Leadership in the Title
Awarding Bodies Offering Leadership Course Content
Non-degree Accredited Academic Programmes with Leadership
Course Content

Sector-Specific Leadership Provision

Trends and Leadership Implications

39

46
163
165
166
230
248
254
264

267
272
302
303
306

414
508
510
535

538
542
599



Contributors

Justin Allen
Principal, The RBL Group, USA

Mats Alvesson
Professor of Business Administration
Lund University, Sweden

Werner Auer-Rizzi
Johannes Kepler University of Linz, Austria

Jack Barentsen

Associate Professor and Chair of Practical
Theology

Evangelische Theologische Faculteit

Leuven, Belgium

Allan Bird

Professor in Global Business
Northeastern University
Boston, Massachusetts, USA

Peter Bloom

Lecturer in Organization Studies
Faculty of Business and Law
The Open University, UK

Ronald Burke

Professor in the Schulich School of Business
York University

Toronto, Canada

Fredrik Bynander

Associate Professor of Political Science and
Research Director at Crismart, Stockholm,
Sweden

Brigid Carroll

Associate Professor

The University of Auckland Business
School, New Zealand

Melissa Carsten

Associate Professor of Management
College of Business Administration
Winthrop University

South Carolina, USA

Ann Cunliffe

Professor of Organisation Studies

Bradford University School of Management
University of Bradford, UK

Helen Delaney

Senior Lecturer

Department of Management and
International Business

University of Auckland Business School, New
Zealand

Jean-Louis Denis
Professor of Public Management and Canada
Research Chair in Governance and

xi



Contributors

Transformation of Health Organizations

and Systems, Ecole nationale

d’administration publique (ENAP)
Montreal, Canada

Joshua Firth

Research Fellow

The New Zealand Leadership Institute

The University of Auckland Business School,
New Zealand

Jackie Ford

Professor of Leadership and Organization
Studies

Bradford University School of Management,
UK

Emilie Gibeau
HEC Montréal, Canada

Jonathan Gosling
Professor Emeritus
University of Exeter, UK

Keith Grint
Professor of Public Leadership
Warwick Business School, UK

Peter Gronn
Professor of Education
University of Cambridge, UK

Paul ‘t Hart
Professor of Public Administration
University of Utrecht, The Netherlands

Jean Hartley
Professor of Public Leadership
The Open University, UK

Michael Hogg

Professor of Social Psychology
Claremont Graduate University
Los Angeles, California, USA

Clare Holt
Warwick Business School

The University of Warwick, UK

Xii

Richard Holti
Senior Lecturer in Human Resource

Management
The Open University, UK

Christian Jacobsen

Associate Professor
Department of Political Science
Aarhus University, Denmark

Andrew Kakabadse
Professor of Governance and Leadership
Henley Business School, UK

Nada Kakabadse
Professor of Policy, Governance and Ethics
Henley Business School, UK

Barbara Kellerman

The James McGregor Burns Lecturer in
Leadership

John F. Kennedy School of Government

Harvard University, USA

Nadeem Khan
Lecturer in Governance, Policy and Leadership
Henley Business School, UK

Eva Knies
Associate Professor
Utrecht University, The Netherlands

David Knights

Professor, Organization, Work and
Technology

University of Lancaster, UK

Matthew Laing
Research Fellow in Politics
Monash University, Australia

Ann Langley
Professor, HEC Montréal, Canada

Magnus Larsson
Associate Professor
Copenhagen Business School, Denmark



Alan Lawton
Professor
Federation University, Australia

Mark Mendenhall

J. Burton Frierson Chair of Excellence in
Business Leadership

College of Business

University of Tennessee, Chattanooga, USA

Michael Minkenberg

Professor of Comparative Politics
Europa-Universitit Viadrina
Frankfurt (Oder), Germany

Gary Oddou
Director and Professor of Global Business
Management

California State University, San Marcos,
USA

Joyce Osland

Director, Lucas Endowed Professor of Global
Leadership

School of Global Innovation and Leadership

San Jose State University, USA

David Rast

Assistant Professor of Social Psychology and
Leadership

University of Alberta

Edmonton, Canada

Gerhard Reber
Professor Emeritus
Johannes Kepler University of Linz, Austria

Sebastian Reiche
IESE
Barcelona, Spain

Wendy Reid
HEC Montréal, Canada

Carl Rhodes

Professor of Organization Studies
UTS Business School

University of Technology
Sydney, Australia

Contributors

Irma Rybnikova
Technische University Chemnitz, Germany

Viviane Sergi

Professor, Department of Management and
Technology

University of Quebec at Montreal, Canada

Maja Simunjak
Lecturer, Department of Media
Middlesex University, UK

Owain Smolovi¢ Jones
The Open University, UK

Sverre Spoelstra

Reader in the Department of Business
Administration

Lund University, Sweden

John Storey
Professor of Human Resource Management
The Open University, UK

John Street

Professor, School of Politics, Philosophy,
Language and Communication Studies

University of East Anglia, UK

Peter Sun

Associate Professor

Director — Corporate Programmes and Director
of the Centre for Enterprise and Leadership

University of Waikato, New Zealand

lan Sutherland
Deputy Dean for Research
IEDC-Bled School of Management, Slovenia

Scott Taylor

Reader in Leadership and Organization
Studies

University of Birmingham, UK

Dennis Tourish

Professor of Leadership and Organisation
Studies

Royal Holloway, University of London, UK

xiii



Contributors

Lars Tummers

Associate Professor

School of Governance

Utrecht University, The Netherlands

Mary Uhl-Bien
Professor of Management
Texas Christian University, USA

Dave Ulrich

The Rensis Likert Professor of Business
University of Michigan, USA

xiv

James Walter
Professor of Politics
Monash University, Australia

Julie Wilson
Durham University, UK

Kimberly Yost

Visiting Assistant Professor
Lourdes University
Sylvania, Ohio, USA



Preface

John Storey, Jean Hartley, Jean-Louis Denis,
Paul ‘t Hart and Dave Ulrich

As a practice and as a field of study, ‘leadership’ is an object of fascination, a source of concern,
and an occasion for hope, anticipation, scepticism and aspiration. In consequence of this mix
of responses, discussions about leadership are often animated, emotional, vibrant and contested.
Leadership, as a process, implies the existence of one or more agents enacting something inter-
preted as meriting this label. These agents or leaders tend to be of inherent interest because they
usually exercise influence and have power; they create, or have created for them, a narrative:
how they came to acquire power, how they try to hold on to it, how they exercise it and some-
times how they lose it. Many a legend — indeed numerous examples of story-telling — hinge
on the part played by the leader. These central characters may be Emperors, Chieftains, Tsars,
Kings and Queens, Presidents, Generals, Chief Executives, Shoguns, Warlords or Sultans. The
drama of their interactions with their ‘followers’, their rivals and other players is the very stuff’
of theatre, novels, news, and indeed of everyday discourse and gossip.

Leaders of organizations (such as chief executives) and within organizations (such as divi-
sional or departmental heads) share some of the connotations of position power and sometimes
of charisma. Moreover, as we will see, even this long list of examples leans towards only one
form of leader and leadership. Each of them tends to carry connotations of authority, power,
strength and rulership. But there are others who are sometimes recognized as exercising leader-
ship even though they do not occupy a formal position. The focus on organizational leadership
is a relatively new phenomenon; the 1990s saw an upsurge in attention, whereas before then
organizations were administered or managed. As noted elsewhere (Storey 2011), in response
to economic and social challenges, numerous organizations in sectors as diverse as the police,
public administration, education, health and local government started to look to ‘leadership’ as
the appropriate answer.

The words ‘leader’ and ‘leadership’ trigger fundamental, though very varied, thoughts, emo-
tions and inferences which find reflection in the variety of academic constructs. They often
have associations with position in a hierarchy and perhaps even domination; yet they may
also trigger ideas of saviour, pathfinder and even messiah. At a psychological level, the terms
may prompt feelings associated with loyalty, worship, dependency, parent—child relationships,
narcissism, neurosis, projection and splitting. For this range of reasons and more, leadership is
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an emotionally charged and intellectually challenging construct. At one end of the spectrum
is a literature which amounts to hagiography and hero worship; at the other end are sharp
critiques. Somewhere in between are multiple approaches, some of which eschew the idea of’
a charismatic and transformational leader in the traditional sense and instead direct attention
to leadership as a skilful, adaptive practice exercised potentially outside the formal authority
structure (Heifetz 1994). This realm of practice carries its own potential for excitement as it
may challenge extant assumptions and expectations and so its disruptive nature may not always
be appreciated or applauded.

In this introduction, we look at the reasons for the continued fascination, the source of the
concerns, and the nature of the scepticism and hopefulness, before turning to an outline of the
contributions made by this collection of chapters.

Leadership as a Source of Fascination

Despite the many concerns, it is evident that leadership remains a source of persistent and exten-
sive fascination. This fascination stems from a number of sources. Books on leading, leaders and
leadership constitute one of the most popular publishing genres. A search for ‘leadership’ on the
web results in many thousands of books and even more journal articles. Many of the books can
be seen as ventures in self-improvement — aspiring to leadership and aspiring to self-improvement
being seen as close cousins. The genre shades off into the cult of celebrity, with books purporting
to impart the secrets of successful leadership from Sir Alex Ferguson (Ferguson and Moritz 2015),
Sir Richard Branson (Branson 2015), Steve Jobs (Isaacson 2011) and many others. Close neigh-
bours include books and leadership development seminars featuring explorers, such as Ernest
Shackleton (Smith 2015), sportsmen and women, such as cricketer Mike Brearley (Brearley
2015), and former military leaders, such as General McCrystal’s extrapolation about leadership
from the Iraq campaign to business organizations (McCrystal 2015).

The fascination is found also in the remarkable renaissance of leadership studies among aca-
demics and academic institutions. The number of academic journals devoted to leadership and
the frequency of their issues continue to grow. Academic and practitioner articles and papers on
the subject grow exponentially. A web search for the single term ‘leadership’ resulted in nearly
3 million articles. And leadership is not only being written about, it is being taught. Business
schools throughout the world increasingly present themselves as purveyors of leadership skills.
Harvard Business School offers a range of programmes on leadership with the Program for
Leadership Development (PLD) being one of the foremost. The prospectus states: ‘As global
competition intensifies, visionary companies are investing in a pipeline of emerging executives
who can help them build and secure a competitive edge.” It suggests that “You will emerge
from the PLD ready to drive change, innovation, and growth in any economy.” For $47,000,
participants enjoy two 2-week campus-based sessions plus two distance-learning modules. This
would seem to be a valuable learning experience indeed, costing, as it does, nearly $5,000 per
day. Harvard is not alone. Numerous business schools have joined the bandwagon and added
leadership to their portfolios. For example, the London Business School has a range of offerings.
Its prospectus states: “We’'re creating a generation of leaders who have a global view, a strong
sense of community, and who lead from their heart, as well as their head.” Leaders can ‘make
the world a better place’. To drive this agenda it has launched a Leadership Institute. The LBS
Senior Executive Programme, like Harvard’s, offers two 2-week blocks of study for /29,500
($44,643) — though without the added distance-learning element. One of the course partici-
pants, already a success in his chosen field, says that the programme helped him: ‘Learn who
I am.” A faculty lead on the SEP suggests that they will ‘Look at you on a good day, look at
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you on a bad day and at your values’; they will also uncover “Your USP’ and “Your Leadership
Brand’. Thus, as with any such programme, there is an intriguing and exciting connection
between the individual self and the wider world. Both aspects — the individual and the wider
context — are apparently open to the exciting possibility of change. Not only that, but work on
the one can lead to impact on the other. Little wonder that leadership is a source of fascination:
change oneself and change the world.

Nor is this mere bombast. There is a material base to the phenomenon. Graduate training
schemes are geared, unashamedly, to finding and nurturing the next generation of top leaders.
Thus, graduates aspiring to take up a place on a graduate training programme find that they are
signing up to a process which is geared towards the goal of cultivating and sorting and sifting
future top leaders. Up or out is the mantra. For ambitious graduates it may be difticult not to
enlist on the leadership journey. As McKinsey Consultants make clear: “We look for people
who strive to lead — lead themselves, their teams, their communities — and can foster effective
teamwork in order to drive results for clients and positive change in complex organizations.’

More widely, leadership is a hugely significant cultural phenomenon. It is found represented
in current popular media such as news, sport and film, and in art, architecture and historiog-
raphy. It is a subject of conversation among ‘ordinary workers’. It is commonplace to hear
people on their daily commute, or in the pub, discussing their ‘bosses’ and in effect evaluating
their behaviour and performance. The fascination here may not be based on admiration or
respect, but it is often an interest in how ‘the leader’ (at whatever level) is behaving or is likely
to behave. The evaluations are often a mixed brew of criticism, admiration, fear, bemusement
and contempt.

Leaders and leadership are a source of fascination also because they may impact heavily on
other people’s lives. Leaders may maintain and perpetuate the establishment or the regime.
Conversely, movements to curtail or even supplant the prevailing regime normally involve and
require an ‘alternative’ leader or set of leaders. Such processes of contestation may develop in dif-
ferent ways — the ‘revolutionary’ leader may prevail and become part of a new establishment, may
be defeated or may be incorporated. On the other hand, the romance of leadership (the belief
that leadership matters) may cause reverse attribution, in which people seek to identify the leader
who is thought to have caused the success — even where alternative analysis might suggest other
causes which do not involve leadership.

There are other reasons for fascination with the idea of leadership that operate on a much
more grounded scale. A growing number of works explore the role of everyday informal lead-
ers, the ‘ordinary persons’ doing extraordinary things. This is the idea of ‘learning leadership’
through practical action (Antonacopoulou and Bento 2011; Ibarra 2015). The power and pull
of this conceptualization are not hard to imagine. It casts leadership in a very different light. It
opens up the scope for significant social action; it opens up the potential for almost anyone to
‘make a difference’ — with potential reverberations across a wide canvas.

Leadership as a Source of Concern

The reasons for unease about leadership stem from a number of different types of concern.

At a practical level, leadership is a common cause for concern because there is a prevalent
notion that there is a serious ‘shortage’ of leadership talent. Numerous global surveys, in both the
private and public sectors, persist in reporting that a gap between supply and demand for leaders
is supposedly one of the top worries among corporate chiefs. The so-called ‘war for talent’ is
fuelled in part by this perceived scarcity. A perceived lack of leadership talent and capability is
found alike in the political sphere and the corporate.
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However, the concern is not only about scarcity. There are qualms and fears about the qual-
ity of leaders. Numerous corporate scandals involving lying, cheating, larceny and greed have
followed a trail which points to grievous failures among those supposedly leading (Stein 2007).
That such scandals coincide with ever-increasing inequality of reward only adds to the concern
and to the sense of injustice and outrage. Reports of committees of inquiry into corporate lapses
and catastrophes, whether in healthcare, social care or banking, tend often to conclude that the
problems could be traced to failures in leadership and the lack of appropriate leadership quality.
In his Leadership BS, Jeftrey Pfeffer seeks to expose the underlying reasons for so much reported
failure of leadership despite the plethora of courses and materials which are available. He sug-
gests that much of the advice is ‘sugar laced but toxic’ and that ‘the leadership industry has
failed’ (Pfeffer 2015, p. 4). Indications of failure include the prevalence of workplaces with large
numbers of disengaged and dissatisfied workers, and the notable failure to produce sufficient
effective leaders.

And there are related concerns about the misuse of power. These regularly accompany a
model based on a pyramidal hierarchy of leaders. Such a model often connotes unequal access to
resources, to rewards, to power and to status. Leadership often accrues and is equated with posi-
tion power. Military units require a CO (a commanding officer), business organizations require
CEOs (chief executive officers) and schools seek headteachers. The ‘someone-in-charge’ is fre-
quently seen as ‘the leader’ albeit it is also often accepted that there may be other leaders, some
of whom may act without formal title. Yet there are many examples of leadership undertaken
without positional power. These include those people who led movements for change, such as
Mahatma Gandhi in India, John Garang in South Sudan, Martin Luther King in the USA and
Nelson Mandela in South Africa. There are also other examples, such as the suftragettes, and
everyday actions of citizens, such as Caroline Criado Perez who campaigned — in the face of
opposition and hostility — to have women on the banknotes of the Bank of England. There are
also numerous examples of leadership in the lives of ‘ordinary’ citizens.

Concerns about the concentration of power can overlap into concerns about the nature and
exercise of leadership. Leaders may be narcissistic and egotistical; they may also be arrogant and
domineering. As a remedy or alternative, there is increasing interest in ‘authentic’ and spiritual
leadership as opposed to the arrogant and self-serving modes of leadership.

As leadership connects with, and in everyday thinking usually implies, ‘followership’, the
interplay between these can be a further source of concern. Psychological and psychoanalytic
perspectives may suggest that deeply held reservations about authority figures may impact on
people’s views about leaders. Irrespective of evidence about efficacy of outcomes there may
simply be an ideological and value preference and desire for shared leadership. There are related
avenues of intellectual inquiry which attend to the complexities of mutual influence and the
need for collaboration and coalition building.

In the face of these concerns, there continues to be a hope that leaders can influence others
in a positive way. Leaders may multiply and build other leaders; lead by positive example and
influence; share power to empower others; and create abundant organizations.

Leadership as a Source of Scepticism and Also of Hope

There remains a current of deep scepticism among many academics about leadership both as
practised and as studied. Pfeffer’s (2015) critique, cited above, is but one of the more devel-
oped of the criticisms. The critique stems from a number of sources. Many academic observers
work from a values base which is inclined positively towards democratic, emancipatory and
shared power, and is disinclined towards, and suspicious of, hierarchy and concentrations of’
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power. Partly, perhaps, as a consequence of working in collegial, scholastic settings, there is
a marked preference for distributed and shared leadership. Accordingly, pluralistic leader-
ship modes are a prevalent theme in the spheres of education and health. This inclination
tends towards a suspicion of, and indeed an antipathy towards, ‘heroic’ singular leaders or any
perpetuating of the myth of the ‘great man’ with its associated connotations of paternalism,
dependency and inequality. There is often a suspicion of the motives of those who strive to be
leaders. Are they seeking to accrue unwarranted access to power, influence and rewards? But
if democracy is to offset the exercise of overweening and arbitrary power, society also requires
the exercise of leadership to create and implement democratic institutions. Leadership which
goes beyond mere populism is needed to tackle strategic challenges.

So, in sum, the field of study is replete with tensions and contradictions. Leaders are viewed
with both awe and suspicion. Leadership is viewed as a process of influence that may be con-
centrated or dispersed. So, while there is a backcloth of controversy, there is also an emergent
agenda of intellectually exciting and worthy themes which merit serious attention.

The intellectual challenges are many. For example, there are different conceptualizations
of ‘leadership’. It is commonly and interchangeably used to denote a person, a position and a
process. ‘Leader’ and ‘leadership’ are often conflated.

There are also different ontological positions associated with different ‘tribes’ of researchers.
In consequence, the field can be remarkably Balkanized and insular. Like speaks with like, but
conversations across boundaries are often limited. For example, even those scholars who publish
in the two main leadership journals Leadership and Leadership Quarterly tend not to interact.

Moreover, different phenomena are all treated as leadership. Thus, small group leadership,
leadership of large organizations and leadership of social movements tend to be placed in the
same basket. Yet the skills required in the exercise of ‘near’ leadership may bear little resem-
blance to those needed in the exercise of ‘distant’ leadership. Many early studies of leadership
were conducted in industrial settings with a focus on supervisors in private firms, and as a result
the construct was, and often still is, conflated with a position in a hierarchy. In addition, the
context of contemporary organizations provide an intriguing landscape for the expression and
study of leadership. Organizations are often populated with autonomous groups and individuals
such as professionals or highly skilled manpower. Also, new forms of organizing such as virtual
networks may stimulate innovative thinking on what we mean by leadership.

Leadership is a construct and its ‘presence’ can only be inferred. This inference may draw
upon empirical indicators but the empirical data is often variable in quality and quantity.

This volume seeks to make a contribution to the development of these issues.

The Contribution of This Companion

To respond to the scepticism, hope and challenges of leadership, this volumes takes a holistic
view of the leadership phenomenon and allows space for examination of the diversity of per-
spectives in the field. We strongly believe in the benefits of looking at a plurality of approaches
to get a better sense of the reality of leadership in societies and organizations.

The chapters, which include analytical assessments of leadership, historical overviews, criti-
cal perspectives, psychoanalytic, contextualized and ethical assessments, cultural portrayals and
assessments of leadership development, are organized into seven parts.

Part I (Conceptualizing Leadership) allows consideration of a wide view. It includes a fun-
damental consideration of diverse definitions and understandings of the meanings of leader
and leadership. At one extreme, it is noted that leadership has been so widely interpreted that
it might be considered a ‘floating signifier’ — a vessel so open that almost any meaning might
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be attributed to it. One approach, as shown in Chapter 1, is to regard it as like a quilt which
is comprised of diverse approaches and conceptualizations. Part I also contains chapters which
conceptualize leadership in different ways, including as a form of capital which could be meas-
ured, as a distributed phenomenon and as a process which underpins a group’s social identity
in times of crisis.

Part II (Studying Leadership) presents a set of chapters which reveal the rich variety of ways
in which the leadership phenomenon can be understood and studied. It underscores a set of ten-
sions that structure contemporary studies of leaders and leadership. Leadership can be conceived
as a resource that organizations use to achieve their own goals. From a critical standpoint, it is
more or less of an ideology that contributes to reproducing models of conduct in organizations.
For others, a careful assessment of the scholarship in the field requires a renewal of the thinking
around the classics such as the duality of leaders—followers and the study of leadership across
various contexts. The reader exits Part IT with a variety of concepts that help make sense of
various approaches and perspectives on leadership.

Part IIT (Practising Leadership) examines leadership in practice in politics, in corporate gov-
ernance settings, in religion and in health services. These chapters highlight that the leadership
phenomenon shows up in diverse settings. Leadership is not a given; it is constructed through
interactions in context. It is influenced by the type of organizations in which aspiring leaders
evolved. It is also a dynamic phenomenon in which leadership positions are never secured
forever. Achieving leadership requires work from agents in organizations.

Part IV (Contextualizing Leadership) assesses leadership in the diverse contexts of time, place,
type of problem, globalization and the realms of politics and business organizations.

Part V (Evaluating Leadership) comprises a set of chapters which variously address toxic and
destructive leadership; ethical leadership; the impact of leadership on performance outcomes;
and leaders as spiritual protagonists. Overall, chapters in this part look at the risk and contribu-
tion of a cultural figure of leadership that is so often based on individual heroism and power.

Part VI (Imagining Leadership) contains chapters which explore portrayals of leadership
in science fiction, portrayals of leadership in other media and the projection of leadership in
architecture. It provides alternate prisms to relate leaders and leadership to broader cultural
phenomena in society.

Part VII (Nurturing Leadership) contains chapters which address whether and how leader-
ship might be developed, the diverse approaches to leadership development and a chapter exam-
ining how aspiring leadership identity is created. These chapters reveal the interplay between
what is offered to emergent leaders and how would-be leaders play their own part in growing
into the role.

Concluding Comments

In this short preface we hope we have whetted your appetite to read further and more deeply
into the range of offerings on the challenges and opportunities of leadership. In the first part
of this introduction, the key issues and controversies were laid out. The second part provides a
summary overview of how the team of authors gathered together to produce this volume has
responded to the implicit agenda outlined. The continuation of the journey is over to you.
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Part |
Conceptualizing Leadership

Introduction

Leadership is like the famous movie by Luis Bunuel — it is an obscure object of desire. When
things go right or wrong in organizations, commentators all too readily either praise the role
played by an exceptional leader or trace the problem to the lack of leadership. ‘Leadership’, like
‘communication’, is often used as one of those garbage can ideas used to make sense of a diver-
sity of phenomena in society and organizations.

A variety of related concepts are associated with leadership. It is often used as synonymous
with power or influence. The marker of leadership here will be found in the ability to observe
empirically how certain individuals influence others in their actions or organizational behav-
iours. Leadership will thus be visible in action and not in the idealized expression of traits and
attitudes. For others, leadership is more of a psychological phenomenon, in which identification
and aspiration shape relations among individuals in organizations. The interest in ‘charisma’ is
close to a psychological conceptualization of leadership. The notion of ‘authority’ also intersects
with leadership. Some individuals, apparently more than others, impact on their environment.
Of course, any careful observers of organizations will recognize that formal authority conveyed
by hierarchical positions is only one piece of the puzzle. Influencing others and contributing
to amazing achievements depend on a multitude of factors. While this is very plausible, for-
mal authority has not to be neglected in any thinking about organizational leadership. Formal
authority provides the individual with opportunities to be, or become, a leader. It may also,
through a complex process of selection, reveal the advantages that some have over others in
organizations and societies. Put differently, authority is one dimension of power and may place
individuals in formal positions in a privileged niche from which to develop and deploy leader-
ship. These considerations are all influenced by a relatively narrow representation of leader-
ship. Leadership is mostly considered here as something that takes form in an individual — an
individual that can be clearly identified and that is the carrier of an idealized and powerful
representation of leaders. However, contemporary analyses of organizations have, through vari-
ous theoretical prisms, called for a much more complex and messy picture of organizations and
leadership (Uhl-Bien et al. 2007). Here, leadership is not only an obscure object of desire; it is
somewhat intractable being located at a network of ramifications, interdependencies and joint
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production in discourses and actions. Leadership is not the property of individuals; it is the
expression of a collective ability to shape organizations.

The four chapters in Part I of the Companion each in their own way explores various
conceptions of leadership, showing that this domain of study is a la fois fertile but somewhat
fuzzy. Each of the chapters seeks to bring some clarification and boundary about what we will
conceive as ‘leadership’ in organizations.

In Chapter 1, Grint and colleagues review these competing representations of leadership. To
navigate the field of leadership studies, the authors ask five questions: Is it WHO ‘leaders’ are
that makes them leaders? Is it WHAT ‘leaders’ achieve that makes them leaders? Is it WHERE
‘leaders’ operate that makes them leaders? Is it WHY ‘leaders’ lead that makes them leaders? Is
it HOW ‘leaders’ get things done that makes them leaders? They suggest refocusing leadership
studies on the subject as a way to develop a more productive representation of this important
phenomenon.

In Chapter 2, Ulrich and Allen explore three loci of leadership: the person, the organization
and external stakeholders. They propose that leadership thinking should move outward and
explore how leaders contribute (or not) to fulfil the expectations of these stakeholders. The
promotion of such a shift in leadership studies is based on the growing role of intangible assets
as represented for example in measuring the role of leadership in the evaluation of firms. Tools
and metrics are offered in this chapter which can be used to assess empirically the leadership
capital of firms and other organizations. The added value of this perspective is to look at leader-
ship from a result-oriented perspective which departs from an approach in which leadership is
considered to have intrinsic value by itself.

In Chapter 3, Sergi and colleagues explore representations and studies that go beyond the
individual and heroic bias of the field. They suggest that it is important to bring context back
in and to open up new and more collective views on leadership. Pluralistic organizations and
networks are arenas where distributed and shared forms of leadership flourish. A more proces-
sual approach underlines that leadership is not a given in organizations. Actors have to work
to position and reposition themselves as leaders in the organization. The authors conclude that
more attention can be paid to atypical contexts such as virtual networks where innovative forms
of leadership can develop, often in the periphery of hierarchical relations.

Finally, Chapter 4 by Rast and Hogg deals with the manifestation of leadership in contexts
of crisis and uncertainty. In such contexts, landmarks that are used to define boundaries and
relations are destabilized or blurred. Leadership tends to be reformulated to take into account
attributes of unusual situations. The authors identify key identity and group processes which
are required to understand how leadership takes shape and is transformed in the context of
crisis. Such contexts oftfer opportunity for the development of atypical leadership figures; yet
paradoxically they may also culminate in pressures for more conservative figures of leadership.

These chapters, taken as a whole, launch the book with a diversity of avenues for thinking
about the many meanings of leadership. They also illustrate how leadership studies are pluralistic
and in constant flux. The focus and boundaries of the field are in motion.
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1
What Is Leadership

Person, Result, Position, Purpose or Process,
or All or None of These?

Keith Grint, Owain Smolovic Jones and Clare Holt

What Is Leadership?

Research into leadership — at least in written form — can be traced back to Plato in the West and
Sun Tzu in the East, but we do not seem to be any nearer a consensus as to its basic meaning,
let alone whether it can be taught or its moral effects measured and predicted, than we were
well over two millennia ago. This cannot be because of a dearth of interest or material: on
29 October 2003, when one of the authors first tried to answer the question ‘what is leader-
ship?’, there were 14,139 items relating to ‘leadership’ on Amazon.co.uk for sale. Assuming
you could read these at the rate of one per day, it would take almost 39 years just to read the
material, never mind write anything about leadership or practise it. Just two months later, that
number had increased by 3 per cent (471 items) to 14,610. Assuming this increase was annual-
ized, we could look forward to just under 20,000 items by the beginning of 2005, 45,000 by
2010 and 100,000 by 2015. In fact in January 2015 there were 126,149 items, so the increase is
exponential. It should be self-evident that we do not need more ‘lists’ of leadership competences
or skills, because leadership research appears to be anything but incremental in its approach to
‘the truth’ about leadership: the longer we spend looking at leadership, the more complex the
picture becomes.

Traditionally, leadership is defined by its alleged opposite: management. Management is
concerned with executing routines and maintaining organizational stability — it is essentially
concerned with control; leadership is concerned with direction setting, with novelty and is
essentially linked to change, movement and persuasion. Another way to put this is that man-
agement is the equivalent of déja vu (seen this before), whereas leadership is the equivalent of
vu jadé (never seen this before). Management implies that managers have seen it all before and
simply need to respond correctly to the situation by categorizing it and executing the appropri-
ate process. Leadership implies that leaders have never seen anything like it before and must
therefore construct a novel strategy. But this division is often taken to mean that diftferent people
are necessary to fill the different roles — hence anyone relegated to the role of ‘mere’ manager
cannot be considered as bringing anything unique to the party — after all, their task is limited
to the mechanical one of recognizing situations and applying pre-existing processes. That most
roles actually require both recognition and invention should also be clear.



Keith Grint et al.

Another way of approaching the problem might be to consider what the most popular
textbooks have to say on the issue. When one of the authors did this in 2003 (Grint, 2005a),
the four best-selling general review texts on leadership were Hughes ef al. (1999), Northouse
(1997), Wright (1996) and Yukl (1998). Apart from noting the variegated properties of their
definitions I was, and we are, left more rather than less confused by them. Leadership does seem
to be defined differently and, even if there are some similarities, the complexities undermine
most attempts to explain why the differences exist. That is to say, we know differences exist but
we remain unable to construct a consensus about the concept. However, the dissensus seemed
to hang around four areas of dispute: leadership defined as person, result, position and process.
Ten years later, while the fourfold typology has proved useful, the paper by Kempster et al.
(2011) rightly pointed out that it seemed to omit the very ‘purpose’ of leadership, and we have
included that as a separate element.

The rest of this chapter focuses upon these five approaches and we conclude with an
explanation of the problem of diversity and a way of constraining its effects. We hesitate to
use the word ‘resolution’, because the explanation actively inhibits any resolution, but it does
enable us to establish some parameters that we might use to understand why the differences
exist in the first place. In other words, this does not provide a first step towards a consensus,
but a first step towards understanding why a consensus might be unachievable. Moreover,
the point is not simply to redescribe the varieties of interpretation, but to consider how this
affects the way leadership is perceived, enacted, recruited and supported. For example, if
organizations promote individuals on the basis of one particular interpretation of leadership,
then that approach will be encouraged and others discouraged — but it may well be that other
interpretations of leadership are critical to the organization’s success. Hence the importance
of the definition is not simply to delineate a space in a language game, and it is not merely a
game of sophistry; on the contrary, how we define leadership has vital implications for how
organizations work — or do not work.

Let us first generate a taxonomy of leadership that does not claim universal coverage but
should encompass a significant proportion of our definitions of leadership. Moreover, the typol-
ogy is not hierarchical: it does not claim that one definition is more important than another and,
contrary to the consensual approach, it is constructed upon foundations that may be mutually
exclusive. In effect, we may have to choose which form of leadership we are talking about,
rather than attempt to elide the differences. It is, however, quite possible that empirical examples
of leadership embody elements of all five forms. Thus we are left with five major approaches:

Leadership as Person: is it WHO ‘leaders’ are that makes them leaders?

Leadership as Result: is it WHAT ‘leaders’ achieve that makes them leaders?
Leadership as Position: is it WHERE ‘leaders’ operate that makes them leaders?
Leadership as Purpose: is it WHY ‘leaders’ lead that makes them leaders?
Leadership as Process: is it HOW ‘leaders’ get things done that makes them leaders?

All these aspects are ‘ideal types’, following Weber’s assertion (see Grint, 1998: 102-103)
that no such ‘real’ empirical case probably exists in any pure form. But this does enable us to
understand the phenomenon of leadership better, and its attendant confusions and complexi-
ties, because leadership means different things to different people. This is therefore a heuristic
model, not an attempt to carve up the world into ‘objective’ segments that mirror what we take
to be reality. We will suggest, having examined these five different approaches to leadership,
that the differences both explain why so little agreement has been reached on the definition of
leadership and explain why this is important to the execution and analysis of leadership. Finally,
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we use the work of Lacan to ask whether ‘leadership’ is so porous in meaning because it is an
‘empty-signifier’ — a vehicle capable of embodying all kinds of meanings and fantasies — hence
its persistence, resilience and contested nature.

Defining Leadership

Person-Based Leadership

Is it who you are that determines whether you are a leader or not? This, of course, resonates
with the traditional traits approach: a leader’s character or personality. We might consider the
best example of this as the charismatic, to whom followers are attracted because of the charis-
matic’s personal ‘magnetism’. Ironically, while a huge effort has been made to reduce the ideal
leader to his or her essence — the quintessential characteristics or competencies or behaviours
of the leader — the effort of reduction has simultaneously reduced its value. It is rather as if a
leadership scientist had turned chef and was engaged in reducing a renowned leader to his or
her elements by placing them in a saucepan and applying heat. Eventually, the residue left from
the cooking could be analysed and the material substances divided into their various chemical
compounds. Take, for instance, Wofford’s (1999: 525) claim that laboratory research on cha-
risma would develop a ‘purer’ construct ‘free from the influences of such nuisance variables as
performance, organizational culture and other styles of leadership’. What a culture-free leader
would like is anyone’s guess and this attempted purification is literally reductio ad absurdum: a
pile of chemical residues might have considerable difficulty persuading other people to follow it
(although this is what drug addiction is framed around). At its most basic the ‘essence’ of leader-
ship, qua an individual leader, leaves out the followers, and without followers you cannot be a
leader. Indeed, this might be the simplest definition of leadership: ‘having followers’.

A complementary or contradictory case can also be made for defining leadership generally
as a collective, rather than an individual, phenomenon. In this case the focus usually moves
from an individual formal leader to multiple informal leaders. We might, for example, consider
how organizations actually achieve anything, rather than being over-concerned with what the
CEO has said should be achieved. Thus we could trace the role of informal opinion-leaders in
persuading their colleagues to work difterently, or to work harder, or not to work at all and
so on. This does not necessarily imply that everyone is a leader — though it might do — but
rather that a relatively small number of people are crucial for ensuring organizations survive
and succeed — and this minority or critical mass may or may not coincide with those in formal
leadership positions (Gronn, 2003; Ridderstrale, 2002: 11).

Although person-based theories of leadership may vary in emphasis, they do tend to hold
one thing in common: the person the theory is based upon is usually a naked person. Search
as one may for a definition of leadership that encompasses anything beyond the human, the
most likely trail leads back to the comforting figure of a homo sapiens. Latour (1988), for exam-
ple, makes a robust case for actor—network theory, with his suggestion that a naked Napoleon
would have been markedly less effective than a clothed Napoleon, surrounded by clothed
soldiers with weapons. Actor—network theory has a history and origin that need not detain us
here (see Callon, 1986; Latour, 1993; Law and Hassard, 1999) but it suggests both that wholly
social relations are inconceivable — because all humans rely upon and work through non-human
forms, through hybrids — and that humans distinguish themselves from animals, among other
things, on the basis of the durability or obduracy of their relations. That is, they encase their
social relations into material forms. This does not mean that material forms determine things,
but that these material forms are an effect of the relations.
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Does this imply anything about the link between hybridity and agency? We do not need
to enter the debate about whether the future is destined to be dominated by robots or
Cyborgs here (see Friedland, 2015; Geary, 2002; Haraway, 1991) to note the increasing
degree of hybridity amongst ‘people’. In actor—network terms, agency sits in the hybrids,
rather than located within either the humans or the non-humans whose relationship forms
the hybrid actant.

In ‘essence’, we might conclude that the search for an essence is irrelevant because the
important element is the hybrid, not the elements that comprise the hybrid, nor any alleged
network essence. If this is valid, then ‘human’ leaders should be reconsidering how they can
strengthen the links in the hybrid networks, not because non-humans do not embody volition
but because non-human leadership is as mythically pure as human leadership. And there lies
the (essentially contested) rub — it is not the consciousness of leaders that makes them leaders or
makes them effective, it is their hybridity: not how they think but how they are linked.

Result-Based Leadership

It might be more appropriate, however, to take the result-based approach, because whoever is
leading and whatever the links, without results there is little support for leadership. There may
be thousands of individuals who are ‘potentially’ great leaders, but if that potential is never real-
ized, if no results of that leadership are forthcoming, then it would be logically difficult to speak
of these people as ‘leaders’ — except in the sense of ‘failed’ or ‘theoretical’ leaders’: people who
actually achieve little or nothing. On the other hand, there is a tendency (e.g. Ulrich et al., 1999)
to focus on results as the primary criteria for leadership, but there are two other issues that need
further examination here: first, how do we attribute the collective results of an organization to
the actions of the individual leader? (Antonakis et al., 2010). Second, assuming that we can caus-
ally link the two, do the methods by which the results are achieved play any role in determining
the presence of leadership?

The first issue — that we can trace effects back to the actions of individual leaders — is deeply
controversial. On the one hand, there are several studies from a psychological approach that
suggest it is possible to measure the effect of leaders (e.g. Gerstner and Day, 1997), but more
sociologically inclined authors often deny the validity of such measures (e.g. Alvesson and
Sveningsson, 2003). A related controversy suggests that this dispute is itself deeply encased
within most traditional approaches to leadership and implies that leaders embody agency. Lee
and Brown (1994) suggest that to be human is to possess agency, but this, of course, begs the
question of agency itself. Volition is the exercise of freewill or conscious choice, as opposed to
determinism; hence, if human action is determined (by coercion, biological genes or technol-
ogy or whatever) then the intentional element of leadership is removed and we may have a
problem in determining individual responsibility. In effect, we may have results but no respon-
sibility and therefore no leadership: thus the legal defence of those who regard themselves as
acting under duress. In fact, taking this approach to its logical conclusion in the case of bio-
logically inherited characteristics would be to suggest that those leaders with ‘criminal genes’
are not responsible for their leadership of criminal gangs, even if the results are significant in
terms of people killed or money stolen and so on. And if we insist that action is determined
by biological requirements over which individuals have no volitional control then we might
even consider looking for the leadership gene that is making them act to some degree or other
(De Neve et al., 2013).

One could also argue that leadership can be linked to fatalism. For example, Nelson,
Churchill, Hitler, Martin Luther King, Joan of Arc and General Patton, to name but a few,
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are all associated with significant achievements — for better or for worse — but all believed
themselves to have been chosen by fate for a particular mission on earth. This fatalism induces
enormous self-confidence and facilitates what others would regard as dangerous risk-taking. Yet
this stymies our account of leadership — for now leadership is divorced from volition. In eftect,
if leaders believe themselves to have no choice and no freedom of action, because of a par-
ticular belief structure or threat, or religion or whatever, then no matter what we, the observ-
ers, might decide, these leaders experience their leadership as non-volitional, as determined
by forces beyond their control. In such approaches the role of the leader is not necessarily to
cause things to happen but to act as ‘hero’ when events work out advantageously and to act as
‘scapegoat’ when things go wrong (Grint, 2010). But might this not be regarded as a form of
collective psychosis, a position which holds that we receive our instructions directly from a pure
and unmediated source of truth (Lacan, 1997)? In good times, we are sure we have the right
messenger; in bad times we can send that person to the proverbial insane asylum and look for
the next source of truth.

Meindl et al. referred to this as the ‘Romance of Leadership’, in which followers and onlook-
ers regularly sought — and discovered — ‘leadership’ when events were going very well or very
badly but rarely experienced any leadership when events were relatively calm, mundane and
unexceptional (1985; Meindl, 1995). So while Gemmill and Oakley (1997) conclude that lead-
ership is probably just an ‘alienating social myth’ — an essentially contested concept if ever there
was one — it might also be a convenient social myth.

This brings us to the second issue at the heart of result-based leadership — does the process
by which the results are achieved actually matter? Most certainly, the office or school bully who
successfully ‘encourages’ followers to comply under threat of punishment becomes a leader
under the results-based criteria — providing they are successful in their coercion and its effects.
But such a results-based approach to leadership immediately sets it at odds with some perspec-
tives that differentiate leaders according to some putative distinction between leadership — which
is allegedly non-coercive — and all other forms of activity that we might regard as the actions of
a ‘bully’ or a ‘tyrant’ and so on. Northouse (1997: 7-8), for instance, examines ‘leaders who use
coercion [such as| . . . Adolf Hitler [and] Jim Jones’. But he then suggests that we should distin-
guish between coercion and leadership and thus writes a large proportion of human ‘leadership’
out of view by implying that ‘Leaders who use coercion are interested in their own goals and
seldom interested in the wants and needs of subordinates.” Yet, command, as a decision-style,
seems to be entirely appropriate and legitimate in crisis conditions (Grint, 2005b, 2010). A
review by Doh (2003) of six leading leadership scholars reflects this line and suggests that the use
of ‘unethical’ methods negates the claim to ‘leadership’. Since what counts as ‘ethical’ behaviour
is not discussed, this leaves us stuck in the contestable ethical treacle: it could be argued that
Hitler was unethical and therefore was not a leader, or it could be argued, as suggested above,
that, since Hitler managed to align his followers’ ‘ethics’ in line with his own, the issue is not the
pursuit of some indefinable ethical position but the mutual alignment of what counts as ‘ethics’.
But, as we suggested above, not everyone accepts that the most important issue is the results
rather the methods, so does focusing upon the position by which leadership is recognized offer
a radically different perspective?

Position-Based Leadership

Perhaps the most traditional way of configuring leadership is to suggest that it is really con-
cerned with a spatial position in an organization of some kind — formal or informal. Thus we
can define leadership as the activity undertaken by someone whose position on a vertical,
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and usually formal, hierarchy provides them with the resources to lead. These are ‘above us’,
‘at the top of the tree’, ‘superordinates’ and so on. In effect, they exhibit what we might call
‘leadership-in-charge’. This is how we normally perceive the heads of vertical hierarchies,
whether CEOs or military generals or headteachers or their equivalents. These people lead
from their positional control over large networks of subordinates and tend to drive any such
required change from the top. That ‘drive’ also hints at the coercion that is available to those in
charge: a general can order executions, a judge can imprison people and a CEO can discipline
or sack employees and so on.

A related aspect of this vertical structuring is what appears to be the parallel structuring of
power and responsibility. Since the leader is ‘in charge’, then presumably he or she can ensure
the enactment of his or her will. But we should be wary of this parallel universe that irreversibly
links a hierarchy of labels to a hierarchy of power, because there are good grounds for linking
them both in obverse and in reverse. That is to say that the hierarchy of power simultaneously
inverts the hierarchy of labels. While a formal leader may demand obedience from his or her
subordinates — and normally acquire it because, inter alia, of the resource imbalance — that
obedience is never guaranteed. In fact, following Lukes (1979), one could suggest that power
encompasses a counterfactual possibility, a subjunctivist verb tense rather than just a verb — it
could have been otherwise. Indeed, one could well argue that power is not just a cause of sub-
ordinate action but also a consequence of it: if subordinates do as leaders demand then, and only
then, are leaders powerful.

The limitations of restricting leadership to a position within a vertical hierarchy are also
exposed when we move to consider leadership-in-front, a horizontal approach, in which lead-
ership is largely unrelated to vertical hierarchies and is usually informally constituted through a
network or a heterarchy (a flexible and fluid hierarchy). Leadership-in-front might be manifest
in several forms, and where it merges into leadership-in-charge might be at the penultimate
rank at the bottom of a hierarchy. Indeed, the leadership abilities of low-level leaders may be
critical in differentiating the success of armies, both in prior conflicts and in the current focus on
‘strategic corporals’ in the US Marine Corps (Krulak, 1999).

More commonly, though, we might conceive of leadership-in-front from a fashion leader —
someone who is ‘in front’ of his or her followers, whether that is in trends in clothing, music,
business models or whatever. Conversing frequently with undergraduate business students, in
our experience this is their most commonly held assumption about leadership and is often
embodied in technology and lifestyle business leaders such as Steve Jobs or Mark Zuckerberg.
These leaders provide guides to the mass of fashion-followers without any formal authority over
them. But leading from the front also encompasses those who guide others, either a professional
guide showing the way or simply whoever knows the best way to an agreed destination among
a group of friends on a Sunday stroll; both guides exhibit leadership through their role in front,
but neither is necessarily formally instituted into an official hierarchy.

Leadership-in-front might also be provided in the sense of legitimizing otherwise prohibited
behaviour. For instance, we might consider how Hitler’s overt and public anti-Semitism legiti-
mated the articulation of anti-Semitism by his followers. And again it has been suggested that
acts such as suicide provide ‘permission’ by ‘leaders-in-front’ for others to follow, hence there
are often spates of similar acts in quick succession almost as if the social behaviour operates as a
biological epidemic (Gladwell, 2002).

Leadership along this positional dimension, then, differs according to the extent to which it
is formally or informally structured, and vertically or horizontally constituted. Leadership-in-
charge implies some degree of centralizing resources and authority, while leadership-in-front
implies the opposite. But, with either position, doesn’t the purpose mean more?
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Purpose-Based Leadership

The purpose — or point — of leadership is an interesting approach and we are grateful to Kempster
et al.’s (2011) article for alerting us to this lacuna in one of the author’s original works (Grint,
2005a). Its origins might be said to lie in Plato’s and Aristotle’s teleological suggestions that dif-
ferentiate between intrinsic purpose — what a thing is designed to do (for example Aristotle sug-
gests an acorn’s felos 1s to grow into an oak tree) — and extrinsic purpose — the aim that is ascribed
to a thing (a pen 1s designed to write). Hegel’s philosophy suggests that the purpose of humanity
is to realize a perfect state — a model refracted in Marx’s assumptions about the purpose of the
proletariat. However, our ‘purpose’ here is to consider a leadership model in which the pur-
pose is what differentiates leadership from any other activity. Thus it embodies the possibility
that the results may be meagre but the purpose is more important: take Malala Yousafzai, for
example, a Pakistani girl shot by the Taliban for promoting education among girls in October
2012. In terms of direct results manifest in an expansion of education for girls across the coun-
try, the results are indeed meagre. But in terms of the symbolic significance of her continued
activism, the purpose crowds out the results. Moreover, the results approach is always limited
by a subsequent temporal question: to misquote Chou en Lai on the significance of the French
Revolution two centuries after the event: it is too early to tell the results of Malala’s leadership
(Yousafzai and Lamb, 2014).

Historically few leadership scholars have focused on purpose as the primary diftferentiator
of leadership — though it forms the frame for much of the debate around transformational and
transactional leadership (Burns, 1978) that is ironically one of the key developments in recent
scholarship and underpins the work of Moore’s (1997) Public Value initiative that sets the pur-
pose of public services as a primary prerequisite for successful leadership.

The purpose of leadership also encompasses an overarching focus on the ethics of leadership.
As we have already suggested, ethics are as contested as leadership but this does not mean that
ethics are irrelevant. On the contrary, how leaders and followers grapple with the thorny issue
of ethics seems to us to be critical. If complying absolutely with a set of absolute ethics was a
pre-requisite for successful leadership, then few of us would achieve much in the world because
it is precisely when the ethics we abide by do not actually provide clear guidance that we need
to consider the role of leadership. This arena, where the black and white dichotomies of ethical
guidance shade into grey, is the place where leadership is forged by those willing to engage in
the world of leadership practice rather than leadership theory, or, in the words of Sartre (1989),
the world of ‘dirty hands’.

Process-Based Leadership

The final approach we want to consider is based on an assumption that people that we attribute
the term leadership to act differently from non-leaders — that some people ‘act like leaders’ — but
what does this mean? It could mean that the context is critical, or that leaders must be exemplary
or that the attribution of difference starts early in the life of individuals, such that ‘natural’ leaders
can be perceived in the school play grounds or on the sports field, etc. But what is this ‘process’
differential? So are leaders those that allegedly embody the exemplary performance we require
to avoid any hint of hypocrisy? And when sacrifice is required or new forms of behaviour
demanded from followers is it exemplary leaders that are the most successtul?

Perhaps a counter-example is Admiral Nelson, an individual whose military successes were
almost always grounded in a paradoxical situation in which he demanded absolute obedience
from his subordinates to naval regulations but personally broke just about every rule in that same
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rulebook (Grabsky, 1993). Yet Nelson’s success was not simply a consequence of rule-breaking
actions but also a result of his engagement with, and motivation of, his followers, most impor-
tantly his fellow officers in his battle fleet, his ‘Band of Brothers’ (Kennedy, 2001). Hence, at
one level this process approach may encompass the specific skills and resources that motivate
followers: rhetoric, coercion, bribery, exemplary behaviour, bravery and so on. Leadership
under this guise is necessarily a relational concept, not a possessional one. In other words, it does
not matter whether you think you have great process skills if your followers disagree with you.
Thus it may be that we can recognize leadership by the behavioural processes that differentiate
leaders from followers, but this does not mean we can simply list the processes as universally
valid across space and time. After all, we would not expect a second-century Roman leader to
act in the same way as a twenty-first-century Italian politician, but neither would we expect
an American Indian leader to act in a fashion indistinguishable from an American president
(Warner, 2003). Yet it remains the case that most of our assumptions about leadership relate
to our own cultural context rather than someone else’s. In effect, the process approach to
leadership is more concerned with how leadership works — the practices through which they
lead — their rhetorical skill that entrances the followers, or their inducing of obedience through
coercion or whatever happens to work. But is leadership just about securing consent or is dis-
sent just as important?

Within many organizations, the perceived possession of power within the hierarchy is
regarded as the principle foundation for leaders to coerce individuals into ‘doing the work’.
Employees may decide to consent constructively — believing it to be right, relevant and appropriate —
or destructively — because the boss who knows best is telling them to do it, although it might
be wrong or irrelevant or inappropriate. Subordinates who do disagree — dissenters — are often
regarded as nothing more than ‘disturbers of the peace’ (Redding, 1985: 247). Despite Perrow
(1979: 57, 114) identifying a bureaucratic organization as possibly having many advantages for
subordinates and society as a whole, he also identifies the potential inefficiencies and ethnocen-
trism: terms such as ‘teamwork’, ‘morale’, ‘loyalty’ and ‘cooperation’ often work to inhibit acts
of dissent, however constructive. So why do leaders not encourage dissent?

Historically, scholars have defined dissent along a negative trajectory (Graham, 1986;
Hegstrom, 1995; Redding, 1985; Stewart, 1980; Westin, 1986), collectively implying that dis-
sent demonstrates dissatisfaction with the status quo; it is a voicing of objections and therefore a
form of protest, deemed essentially as confrontational. Those in more senior positions in many
organizations are uncomfortable with dissenters, because being openly criticized and questioned
about their decisions, policies, processes and strategies reveals that they are not perfect, and they
therefore do not have all the answers, possibly revealing their weaknesses.

Other scholars suggest that dissent usually involves personal and principled morals (Dozier
and Miceli, 1985; Sprague and Ruud, 1988) and is not always a protest or highly confrontational
(Redding, 1985; Sprague and Ruud, 1988). Moreover, dissent can actually be useful, construc-
tive and helpful (Grint, 2005a; Holt, 2015; Redding, 1985; Roberto, 2013), allowing subordi-
nates a voice to enhance the organizational working environment (Sprague and Ruud, 1988)
which can, in turn, potentially narrow ‘the space between’ (Uhl-Bien, 2012: xiv) the individual
leaders and individual followers, building relationships alongside improving the organization’s
performance.

In tackling challenges and organizational change where strong collaboration is required,
individuals in positions of leadership require relational interaction, which can be strengthened
through appropriate dissent. Those undertaking leadership roles who do not give permission for
appropriate dissent are at risk of silencing professional individuals who might have the answer,
or part of the solution to improve the context being faced. The answer could already be within
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the organization, at the ‘bottom of this box’ (Holt, 2015; italics in original), but, without the
encouragement of appropriate dissent, it could go unnoticed and ignored.

Silence in organizations may be associated with shyness and respect for others, or an indi-
vidual’s strategy of avoiding embarrassment and confrontation (Perlow and Williams, 2003).
However, more commonly, the message — verbally or non-verbally — being delivered from the
top usually involves ‘if you don’t make waves, keep quiet and do your job, you will keep your
job and further your career’. These hierarchical responses to individuals expressing dissent only
encourage organizations to fall into a pathological culture of blame (Eilerman, 2006; Westrum,
1993), where individuals cover things up — ‘sweeping things under the carpet’ — ignoring
mistakes and resulting in destructive consent (Grint, 2005a).

An infamous example in which employees felt silenced is the Deepwater Horizon disaster on
20 April 2010, which was contracted and managed by BP plc. The culture of blame embedded
in the organization caused employees to feel nervous about speaking up about safety issues, sce-
narios or mistakes in fear of being sanctioned or fired. BP was an organization under the previous
leadership of John Browne, and then his protégé Tony Hayward, that appeared on the surface to
be a world leader in deep-water oil exploration and production and hugely profitable; however,
beneath the surface they were in fact ‘drifting into failure’ (Dekker, 2011: 4), not focusing on the
most important ‘p’ — the people who actually made the production happen to make the huge prof-
its. On taking up the position of chief executive in 2007, Tony Hayward insisted he was going to
reform BP and focus on safety. However, nothing much changed (Sachs, 2012) with regards to the
larger and more challenging issues being raised by dissenters, with only the easy part of safety being
addressed: for example, hand rails, how to reverse park safely, lids on coftee cups — all visible, easy
cheap fixes that were seen to be doing something. But BP was also at the forefront when it came to
safety violations (Sachs, 2012), with BP answerable for 97 per cent of all wilful violations of worker
safety in the oil industry between June 2007 and February 2010 (Reed and Fitzgerald, 2011: 134).
During the investigations into the Deepwater Horizon rig, Henry Waxman led a United States
House of Representative Energy and Commerce Committee that scoured over 30,000 BP docu-
ments identifying evidence of a variety of risks that had been raised by dissenters on the rig but that
had been ignored — swept under the carpet. Waxman reported back to Hayward and the Board of’
BP, ‘There is not a single email or document that shows you paid even the slightest attention to
the dangers at the well. You cut corner after corner to save a million dollars here and a few hours
there. And now the whole Gulf Coast is paying the price.” In summary, Hayward, and Browne
before him, and their senior executives became victims of their own hubris, believing they had all
the answers and could not fail, therefore taking more and more extreme risks, and silencing their
people into a culture of fear. This is a classic example of Prozac leadership (Collinson, 2012) that
metaphorically symbolizes the process of excessive positivity and social addiction between follow-
ers and leaders. Collinson argues that it is taken for granted in organizations that leaders are the
ones with all the answers, skills and abilities to make the better decisions and provide the answers.
Followers, on the other hand, should be submissive and carry out orders, keep quiet and just do
their jobs. When these over-positive characteristics are displayed in excess in an organization, there
is a risk of a chasm between leader and follower, damaging relationships and therefore enhancing
the five underlying principles to Prozac leadership:

e a leader’s reluctance to acknowledge and address difficult situations, ignoring bad news,
leaving no room for questioning or dissent from followers who could be the expert with
the answer;

e if things do go wrong, the leaders are surprised — because they thought everything was
going well — and therefore are not prepared;
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e followers are discouraged from raising concerns, acknowledging mistakes or voicing opin-
ion or debate;

e  leaders who communicate positive narratives that are unrelated to the realities fuel a distrust
amongst followers, damaging open communication and learning, encouraging suspicion
and scepticism;

e alack of open communication increases the lack of opportunities for lessons to be learned,
with mistakes being repeated time and again, putting the organization at risk of failing.

The hidden costs of individuals feeling silenced and a lack of communication and inclusion
in organizational decisions can run into billions of pounds/dollars/euros. BP is still paying fines
and a compensation bill of over $70 billion dollars (and rising five years on). Beyond BP, a
Gallup survey in 20137 found an average of only 13 per cent of the world’s working population
were actively engaged (fully committed to their role) in their work, costing organizations glob-
ally in the region of £52-70 billion per year in the United Kingdom. The issues of disengage-
ment and lack of support for dissenters in organizations are interlinked. Kassing’s (1997) work
identifies the derivation of the word ‘dissent’ from the Latin word dissentire, with dis meaning
apart and sentire meaning feeling. Therefore, its direct translation references the experience of
‘feeling apart’. Within the context of an organization, dissent thus relates to an individual feel-
ing apart from the organization, therefore disengaged. In the dictionary, dissent is explained
with the use of synonyms such as disagree, dispute, conflict and nonconcur; however Kassing
(1998: 312) suggests that the root meaning of the word as ‘feeling apart’ transcends the negative
concept of conflict and rather suggests a duty to consider different strategies for individuals to
express dissent so as to avoid disengagement. Therefore it could be argued that the part of the
process to be adopted by leaders in organizations is to give employees permission to be construc-
tive and active in their dissent strategies, to avoid the damaging, hidden costs of silence through
destructive and passive dissent (Farrell and Rusbult, 1992).

However, if individuals feel as if they have no voice — no relationships — have a fear of being
blamed if things go wrong or a fear of being made an example of, then their contributions
become latent and hidden due to passivity: no dissent means a lack of ideas, and a disengaged
group of individuals, feeling neglected and therefore resigned that they cannot make a differ-
ence. The voicing of dissent is a method allowing individuals to better understand each other
(whether as a leader or a follower), the processes and the organization, and to explore actions
and outcomes, while being respectful and empathetic.

There is a health warning to be respected with regards to dissent — dissent can be damaging
if used inappropriately and not understood. Constant ‘inappropriate’ dissent has the potential to
lead a collective or an organization towards anarchy, with some dissenters intentionally being
disruptive. For dissent to be useful, active and constructive, individuals require encouragement
to explain why they disagree, possibly along with potential direct ‘facts’ and potential solutions.

To better understand the effective and ineffective uses of dissent, Kassing’s employee dissent
model (1997, 1998, 2002, 2005), and work by Redding (1985) and Roberto (2013) in the area
of communication studies, have been considered and applied to leadership as a process in The
Hill of Upward Dissent (Figure 1.1; Holt, 2015). It is a heuristic model for understanding the
role of dissent and how it can facilitate leaders and followers during times of challenge, using a
horizontal axis of active and passive and a vertical axis of destructive and constructive to capture
the different aspects of dissent. The model demonstrates the different aspects of candour for
effective dissent being at the ‘top of the hill’, with individuals in positions of authority working
to encourage these constructive/active attitudes of dissent amongst a collective of subordinates.
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Successful leaders that build relationships and support individuals in constructive dissent avoid
the organization as a whole ‘slipping down the hill’ and becoming antagonistic, passive, resisting
and resigning from their responsibilities.

Employee dissent is always and will always be present within organizations of all types (Holt,
2015; Kassing, 1997), and so therefore requires the leadership to appreciate the values and
objectives of individuals (Tompkins and Chencey, 1985) and the desire of individuals to share
opinions and ideas, even when contradictory or challenging (Gorden and Infante, 1987) — what
Hirschman (1970) calls ‘voice’ — in order to avoid what he calls ‘exit’. The ‘loyalty’ of the
individual is a moderating variable that influences whether that person stays because they have
a voice and feel engaged and included, or they exit (mentally or physically) because they feel
silenced, neglected and disengaged (Hirschman, 1970).

The encouragement of active/constructive dissent within the leadership context provides a
supportive atmosphere, allowing all involved an opportunity to reflect on the truth of a challenge,
consider a wider array of ideas and ensure all voices have an opportunity to be heard through
open and more developed relationships — narrowing the space between leaders and followers.

But perhaps there is a more radical take on leadership that goes beyond the problem of dissent
and suggests that leadership just acts as a convenient word to explain what appears inexplicable?

Fantasy Leadership: To Fill the Empty Vessel or Find a New Vessel?

Fifty years ago, W. B. Gallie (1955-56) called power an Essentially Contested Concept (ECC)
and suggested that many such concepts involved ‘endless disputes about their proper uses on the
part of the users’ to the point where debates appeared irresolvable. For Gallie:
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Recognition of a given concept as essentially contested implies recognition of rival uses of it
(such as oneself repudiates) as not only logically possible and humanly ‘likely’, but as of per-
manent potential critical value to one’s own use or interpretation of the concept in question.

(1964: 187-188)

Examples of ECCs are multiple, as are the attempts to resolve the contestation: Strine et al.
(1990) consider performance as an ECC; Kellow (2002) applies it to sustainable development;
Bajpai (1999) uses it to analyse security; Cohen (2002) takes civil society as an ECC; and, finally,
terrorism is the subject of Smelser and Mitchell’s (2002) application of an ECC.

The problem of evaluating leadership is exemplified by Jack Welch: was he ‘the best’ busi-
ness leader of the 1990s because GE under his ‘leadership’ made more money than any other
company, or would GE have been this successful anyway and did his methods unnecessarily
destroy hundreds of careers? We could equally argue that Sir Peter Bonfield, ex-CEO of BT,
was ‘the best’ because, despite losing over £30 billion, he saved BT from bankruptcy. In other
words, it is always possible to devise a way of measuring ‘successful leadership’, but the measures
may not generate a consensus because they are neither objective nor do we all agree on the way
to measure success. Our definitions and interpretations of leadership are ECCs.

The case we want to make as the chapter draws to a close is that leadership may actually hold
no meaning and because of this positively overflows with meaning. Leadership is a great example
of what is known in linguistics as a floating signifier, a signifier that in and of itself means very
little, or nothing at all, but acts as a form of discursive relay that holds together all kinds of other
chains of association (Zizek, 2009).

In this sense, leadership is not even a discourse. A discourse implies a particular form of
socio-political meaning expressed via talk and text (Zoller and Fairhurst, 2007). Instead, we
invite you to think of leadership metaphorically as a point of stitching in a quilt, the point at
which the threads come together, are quilted into one another. Transposed to language, one can
think of the quilting operation as potentially weaving together all kinds of different ideologi-
cal and organizational discourses. This is what fascinated Lacan about floating signifiers — their
potential to act as quilting points (or a point de capiton, in Lacanese). For Lacan, quilting points
played a vital role in any analytical operation, ‘this point around which all concrete analysis of
discourse must operate’ (Lacan, 1997: 267).

Viewed as a quilting point, one may therefore think of ‘leadership’ (as signifier) holding
together regimes of discursive meaning. Laclau (2014) and Laclau and Moutffe (1985) concep-
tualized these regimes as hegemonic constellations. Drawing on something we think of as quite
rigid and fixed (hegemony) in this context is playful yet also salient. What Laclau and Moulfte
are conveying is this idea that discourse can become quite stable but nevertheless what we
come to think of as stable meaning also shifts slowly over time, and indeed has the potential to
explode quite suddenly and radically alter in meaning. Hence the idea of discursive hegemony
encapsulates a certain healthy dose of realism concerning the obstinacy of power and yet also
incorporates the possibility of radical change.

Leadership is a salient example of a discursive hegemonic constellation. Associated with
‘great’ traits for so long, the Second World War acted as a kind of disruption for ‘leadership’.
Previously attached to strong organization and the capacity of individuals to motivate, leader-
ship was now also associated with a chain of ‘dark side’ associations (Tourish and Pinnington,
2002) — charisma, obedience, worship, manipulation, genocide. In fact one could make a case
that leadership enjoyed the dubious distinction of being synonymous with many of the hor-
rors perpetuated within the twentieth century, a period that even by human standards can be
thought of as particularly violent (Eagleton, 2011).
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It is only relatively recently, and in parallel with the rise in consumerist capitalism and neo-
liberal investment in the idea of individuals as autonomous, entrepreneurial subjects, that leader-
ship has enjoyed a reinvention of sorts. In mass market business publications, leadership is now
a signifier closely linked with capitalist ideology; the notion is that, if individuals invest in their
personal leadership capital, then they will be able to ‘transform’ their environments, through a
range of ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ techniques and behaviours (Tomlinson et al., 2013). ‘Leadership’ might
of course imply a different set of associations — in socialism, social democracy or even some form
of hegemonic—ideological constellation yet to be imagined.

What differentiates leadership from other organising signifiers, such as management, is its
libidinal charge. In other words, the very fact that leadership is so empty as a signifier should act
as a clue that it is throbbing and overflowing with (eroticized) meaning. It is a signifier that acts
as a receptacle for fantasy, in other words. By now the idea that leadership is a signifier attached
to fantasizing is well established. Ford and Harding (2007) and Ford et al. (2008), for exam-
ple, in their study of leadership development programmes, discovered that participants entered
development (discursively) stuffed full of heroic and libidinally charged notions of leadership
and what it means to be a leader. But of course we do not need academic studies to prove the
point, only a very cursory engagement with our own personal and cultural identifications. Star
Wars, Clint Eastwood, John Wayne, Lord of the Rings: we are socialized into consuming images
and narratives of heroism—leadership in a way we are not with management. Lord of the Rings
re-written as a tale of a competent manager designing an efficient and lean transportation system
to dispose of a ring of untold power, outsmarting the ‘dark’ and charismatic, but hopelessly
disorganized leadership of Sauron (everyone knows you don’t centralize your operations in just
Mordor and Isengard — you outsource!) would not make for as intriguing a plotline, perhaps.

It is unlikely that most organizations feature many examples of truly inspirational or heroic
acts, but this signifier ‘leadership’ does allow for fantasies of heroism to be attributed to other-
wise fairly decent but mundane people and acts (Alvesson and Sveningsson, 2003).

Returning to Lacan, we might conceptualize fantasy as the narratives and images subjects
construct in order to paper over the cracks present in the symbolic fabric of language itself
(Lacan, 1966—67). As human beings we have no choice but to be socialized into the world of
language, as it is language that governs our basic human relations. And yet language is a flawed
concept, incapable of expressing the totality of human feelings or experiences (Driver, 2009).
Ultimately, language is always someone else’s language, someone else’s design. Subjectively,
something always escapes language. And for Lacan, this little something is the range and com-
plexity of human desire. Language, via fantasy, can misdirect desire but it can never capture or
satisfy desire. That is why fantasies tend to leave subjects slightly dissatisfied — they push us to
the edges of the satisfactoriness of language but never deliver completion.

For Lacanians, our contemporary, post-modern universe is one marked by an entreaty to
enjoy — consuming the next product, fashion or even social relation that might answer a certain
calling of desire (Bohm and Batta, 2010). In leadership terms, the explosion of lists, recipes,
pseudo-theories and even human totems of leadership (Jack Welch, Bill Gates, Steve Jobs,
Barack Obama and so on) can be explained by the subject’s propensity to move from one
symbolic fantasy to the next: each one promising, but ultimately failing, to produce satisfaction
(Driver, 2013).

We can go further than positing a theory of fantasy in relation to leadership, however, and
explore the symbolic content of contemporary leadership fantasy. So when the contemporary
capitalist subject dreams of leadership, what is evoked? What springs to mind is the figure
of the smart (but not intellectual), health-conscious and ‘ethically aware’ entre- or intrapre-
neur, someone fine-tuned in training terms, drawing upon a range of tools and techniques to
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modify and make more efficient the system, but never to challenge the system itself (Zizek,
2013). Or, in more technical terms, a figure of diluted libidinal appeal: charismatic, but not too
much; ‘transformational’, but not radically so; ‘authentic’, but only if such authenticity matches
norms of liberal—capitalist ethics; collaborative, but only within present ideological—political
structures; ‘caring’, but always informed by the profit motive, and never ‘naive’; committed to
policies of equal opportunity, but not the systemic challenging of structures of subordination
and oppression.

Perhaps the answer, then, to whether leadership is a matter of person, result, position, pur-
pose or process is that it is all and none of the above. Leadership is whatever a group of subjects
makes of it within the symbolic fabric. Such a mobilization of discourse is, of course, very real,
holds real material consequences, as well as being rooted in a conception of subjective experi-
ence that does nothing other than circling a real — albeit a real that will remain always unat-
tainable. The proper ethical (and professional) stance of the leadership researcher can thus be
described in the following terms: studying leadership is deeply flawed at best, problematic and
unethical at worst; studying ‘leadership’ might provide some important insight into the power
relations and identifications of organizational and social subjects. In other words, following the
fantasy of ‘leadership’ might be fruitful indeed. To adopt such a research strategy does not mean
to belittle the research subject — we are all fantasizing subjects — but to respect the subjectivity of
the research subject: to embrace the contradictions and complexities of the enunciating subject,
following the discourse and discursive positioning of the subject and respecting this talk in and
of itself (Lacan, 1997).

And yet many of us are not solely leadership researchers but also activists and campaigners,
at least in our private lives. Some do not accept that division between professional academic
pursuit and private activism, seeking to develop a form of socially engaged, critical-academic
praxis, putting theoretical insights to use in influencing the world around us (see Grint and
Jackson, 2010; Spicer et al., 2009). For these scholars, analysing a discourse, such as leadership,
may be one important aspect of scholarly—public life but is also in isolation an unsatisfactory
one. Yet how can it be possible to overcome the trap of fantasy: of obfuscating or romanticizing
mundane, or even oppressive practice?

One solution might be to dispense with leadership entirely and instead try to deconstruct the
fantasy, refusing the shorthand and being incredibly precise and descriptive about what we mean
by the term. One might unpack leadership as standing for a range of other signifiers — a certain,
explicitly defined conception of ethics; efficient organising; rhetorical flourish; the seeking of
new collaborative partnerships; conscientious yet decisive decision-making; conflictual but sali-
ent conversation. And so on . . . When leadership is unpacked in this way, it raises the question
of whether leadership is needed at all. Wouldn’t we inhabit more transparent and accountable
organisations were these (and other) organisational and social constructs not poorly expressed,
or concealed entirely, under a single signifier?

Another (counter-intuitive) solution might be to return to a person-led conception of lead-
ership, albeit not in the sense of mapping traits and so on. Perhaps one consequence of viewing
leadership as a fantastical signifying vessel is to hold people to account for their fantasies, for their
desires. Fantasies need not be viewed in the old Marxist sense of false consciousness, as somehow
inhibiting access to truth. The central Lacanian lesson is that absolute truth is inaccessible to
mere mortals, who will only ever be able to traverse the fantasy, to encircle the real. As Driver
(2013) and McGowan (2013) have stated, the realm of fantasy holds great emancipatory, as well
as oppressive, potential. Fantasies point to a certain limit in the way in which subjects experience
the impersonal and banal of symbolic law: the rules, the norms and mundane control mecha-
nisms that influence their lives (through language). Read in this sense, fantasies do in fact point
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to both the limits and possibilities of person, result, position, purpose or process in ‘leadership’,
and might signal the possibility of the creation of a new, more accountable leadership.

People do of course act in conformity with their desires and break the constraints of the
(symbolically) possible — otherwise, meaningtul social change of any sort would likely be impos-
sible, rather than simply a rarity. Bearing this in mind, it is perhaps pertinent that one of the
most important, if controversial, philosophers of our time, Slavoj Zizek, has made an impas-
sioned plea for a return of the strong leader in social and political life (Zizek, 2014). The role of
the leader, for Zizek, is akin to that of the psychoanalyst in relation to the analysand. Helping
the analysand (or followers) make visible the limits and contingency of the present symbolic
structures of their lives becomes the core purpose. Such a conception of leading difters of course
from a standard transformational/charismatic leadership identity, as the other key act of the
analyst is to lead the analysand to a position where he/she sees that the analyst him/herself is a
lacking construct, another fantasy. The job of the leader, in other words, is to nullify the need
for a leader at all — or at least for a dominant leader-figure. Such a view of leadership bears close
resemblance to the role envisaged for leader-figures in Grint’s (2005b) and Heifetz’s (1994) con-
ception of leadership as a process of negotiating the meaning, importance and potential solutions
for intractable problems. These positions ask that the subject breaks from symbolic convention
and thinks the unconventional, even the impossible.

Refocusing on the person in leadership, in other words, means that subjects are held
accountable — they take responsibility for their own desires and their own discourse as captured
in this signifier of leadership. Drawing attention back to the leader-subject (and follower-subject)
means a deliberate and conscientious adoption and acceptance of the subjective position: we
may never be able to fulfil our desires but we can take responsibility for following and paying
heed to our desires. It may be an inevitable consequence of any floating signifier that it becomes
filled in with meaning but at least refocusing on the subject(s) means that we become more
reflexively aware of why and what is represented by our leadership.

Notes

1 Broder, J. M. and Calmes, J. (2010). ‘Chief of BP, contrite, gets a scolding by Congress’, International Herald
Times, 18 June 2010.
2 Gallup report, State of the Global Workplace Report (2013),
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Recognizing and Realizing the
Market Value of Leadership

Dave Ulrich and Justin Allen

When two disciplines collide, bad or good things can happen. Bad things happen when the
collision fragments two disciplines into even more disparate parts. Good things happen when
discipline collisions inform and advance each discipline.

The intersection of studies of leadership and firm valuation has the potential to benefit each
discipline. Leadership has been one of the most studied topics of social sciences. Google “leader”
and discover that there are hundreds of millions of hits; Amazon has hundreds of thousands of
books about leaders. While there are some wonderful summaries of the leadership field (Bass,
1990; Bass and Bass, 2008; Norita and Khurana, 2010), the dominant question should be “What
makes effective leadership?”

In recent years, investors have learned that defining the market value of a firm may be based on
earnings, but goes beyond. For decades, the standards set by the Generally Accepted Accounting
Principles (GAAP) and the Financial Accounting Standards Board (FASB) have required financial
reporting of earnings, cash flow, and profitability. Recently these financial outcomes have been
found to predict about 50 percent of a firm’s market value. Investors have shown increased interest
in intangibles such as strategy, brand, R&D, innovation, risk, and information flow. These intan-
gibles predict firm profitability. A next step for investors is to analyze the predictors and drivers
of intangibles, which shifts to investors recognizing and realizing the market value of leadership.
Wise, long-term investors recognize that leadership matters. In our research, we found that inves-
tors allocate about 30 percent of their decision making on the quality of leadership. Quality of
leadership becomes a predictor of intangible value, which in turn produces financial results.

This chapter shows the value of integrating leadership and firm valuation disciplines by
reviewing the evolution of the study of leadership, reviewing the evolution of firm valuation,
and oftering a proposed approach to evaluating the market value of leadership.

Reviewing Evolution of the Study of Leadership: From Inside
Oneself (Personal Style) to Others (Organization Impact)
to the External Stakeholders (Investor Value)

It is impossible to synthesize the study of leadership in a few words. In our work, we found that
the answer to what makes effective leadership has evolved over time, each new stage building
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at least in part on its predecessors (Ulrich and Smallwood, 2012). A brief history of modern
attempts to understand leadership may be organized around looking inside by leading oneself,
looking to others by leading in the organization, and looking outside by creating value to
external stakeholders.

Looking Inside by Leading Oneself: Leaders Are Effective because
of Who They Are

Early leadership theorists tried to identify a core set of demographic traits according to height,
gender, heritage, and speaking style for what characterized an effective leader. They also tried
to identify personality traits and backgrounds that made leaders more effective. All to no avail.
Successful leaders could have a variety of backgrounds as well as physical and personality traits.
The only trait that seemed to consistently differentiate better leaders was that leaders were
somewhat (not too much) smarter than their followers (Zaccaro, 2007; Hoffman et al., 2011).
Traits eventually combined to form a leadership style, often a trade-off between people and task.
Generally, leaders exhibited a preferred style, but the best leaders could be both soft and hard,
caring about people and managing tasks. Leaders were given numbers (1-9; 9—-1; 9-9) to capture
their tendency to care about people or tasks (Blake and Mouton, 1964).

Current evolution of defining effective leadership by looking inside a leader has focused on
the core competencies, or knowledge, skills, and values of successful leaders (Boyatzis, 1982;
Spencer and Spencer, 1993). Competencies were identified by what leaders said and did and
were often tailored not only to the situation but to the business strategy. The world is awash
in competency models. We synthesized this competency-based work into what we call the
Leadership Code and suggested that leaders master five competency domains to be effective.
While many leadership theorists and advisors emphasize one competency area (e.g., authenticity/
emotional intelligence, strategy, execution, talent management, or human capital development),
we found that eftective leaders master all five competency domains to be effective. Each of these
personal approaches to leadership primarily focuses on helping leaders become more attuned to
who they are and who they can become to be effective.

Looking to Others by Leading in the Organization: Leaders Are Effective
because of the Strategy They Deliver and Organization They Create

Leadership theorists recognized that looking inside the leader was not enough to define effec-
tive leadership. Leaders also had to deliver results according to the situation or task at hand.
Part of this effort was to determine which leadership approaches worked in which situations. In
contingency or situational leadership, effective leadership depends on the requirements of the
situation. Situations may vary by maturity of team members, complexity of tasks at hand, time
horizon for doing the work, or uncertainty in predicting outcomes of the work. Particular lead-
ership styles worked better in some situations than others (Fiedler, 1964; Hersey and Blanchard,
1969; Vroom and Jago, 1995).

The other part of looking to others is that leadership effectiveness is less about a per-
sonality trait and more about how leaders help make organizations more effective. Leaders
may drive organization effectiveness through employees, organization cultures, or financial
performance (Kaiser et al., 2008). The impact of leadership on employee performance has
been studied extensively (Burgoyne et al., 2004). Leaders’ actions shape employee affect at
work, which may show up as satisfaction, commitment, engagement, or some other positive
affect. Literally thousands of studies have shown that leaders drive employee response to work
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(Fleck and Inceoglu, 2010; Welbourne and Schlater, 2014; Rucci et al., 1988). Leaders create
strategies that differentiate their firms for long-term success (Rowe, 2001). Leaders also shape
an organization’s culture, or identity. Culture has been represented as the values, norms,
beliefs, and unwritten rules of an organization. A culture often takes on the personality of the
leader (Schein, 2010; Dennison et al., 2012). Leaders create culture through managing peo-
ple, performance, information, and work practices (Ulrich and Brockbank, 2006). Culture in
turn drives financial performance (Kotter and Heskett, 2011).

Leaders drive financial performance within a firm. Studies also show that leadership compe-
tencies affect business performance. Many studies have shown that leadership has about 12 to
14 percent impact on firm performance (Lieberson and O’Conner, 1972; Weiner, 1978; Thomas,
1988; Wasserman et al. 2001; Mackey, 2005).! Many cases can be found in which strategic lead-
ers help make choices that better position their organizations for success (Ireland and Hitt, 1999;
Rowe, 2001). For example, in her research, Alison Mackey wanted to find out how much CEOs
affected firm performance. She looked at 51 firms over 10 years with 92 CEOs. She was able to
show that the CEO affected 29.2 percent variance in firm performance, which was higher than
corporate affect (7.9 percent) and five times higher than industry affect. In particular, in smaller
and faster growing firms, CEOs have more effect (Mackey, 2008).

In each of these approaches, leaders’ ability to match skills to situations enables them to
deliver success within the organization.

Looking Outside by Creating Value to External Stakeholders

More recently, and a next step in leadership thinking, leadership effectiveness is not just about
the person or about the organization outcomes, but about what happens outside the walls of the
organization (Ulrich et al., 2012). It is not about whether leaders dress for success or look the part,
nor about how leaders build confidence among employees. Effective leadership is not merely what
leaders know and do, but how their actions shape the experiences of customers. If a customer buys
a Lexus because of the quality and design, then leaders inside Lexus should make sure that their
actions drive those desired expectations.

Leadership matters not just because employees are more productive, organization cultures
are created, or financial results occur, but because external stakeholders receive value from what
leaders do within the firm. For customers, leaders are effective when they link internal organi-
zation processes to deliver customer expectations. Culture becomes less focused on the norms
and values inside the company and more on making the external identity of the firm (its brand)
consistent with internal culture (Ulrich et al., 2009). For leaders, this means not only creating
an internal culture consistent with an external identity; building a leadership brand exists when
leaders ensure that the behaviors of employees reflect the expectations of customers outside the
company (Ulrich and Smallwood, 2009). Work has begun to define leadership effectiveness
through the expectations of customers. A next step for defining effective leadership might be to
more accurately link leadership actions to investor expectations — what one of the authors has
called leadership capital (Deloitte, 2012).

Reviewing Firm Valuation: From Financial to Intangible
to Leadership

Leadership may be the next step in firm valuation. Historically, the accounting profession
received a major challenge after the stock crash of 1929. Many argued that stock prices misrepre-
sented firm value, because the public information available to investors did not accurately reflect
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the measure of a firm’s assets. In 1934 the Securities Exchange Commission was formed to cre-
ate standards and regulate how public companies report their financial performance to investors.
The large accounting firms who audited organizations at the time (PricewaterhouseCoopers,
Deloitte & Touche, KPMG, Ernst & Young, and Arthur Andersen) established a set of account-
ing standards and principles through the FASB. The standardized accounting rules define uni-
form standards in an effort to communicate accurate information to investors so they can better
measure firm value (GAAP).

The intent of these accounting standards is to offer investors comparable, public, and trans-
parent data that will enable them to make accurate valuation decisions. The ingredients, or
financial data, from the accounting standards may then be combined to define a firm’s value.
An entire industry has been created and evolved to define approaches to measuring a firm’s
value, which has become increasingly complex (Catty, 2006; Koller et al., 2010; Damodaran,
2001, 2010; Mard et al., 2010). Income approaches to valuation focus on capitalization of
current net income or cash flows and discounting future cash flows (e.g., comparable account-
ing earnings, discounted cash flow, capital asset pricing model). Cost approaches to valuation
emphasize the cost of replacement of an asset to determine its value (e.g., real estate appraisal to
determine replacement costs). The market approaches value assets based on their current value
based on competitive pricing (e.g., if sold, what would the asset be worth). Again, each of these
broad approaches to valuation combines the ingredients from the accounting standards data to
determine a value of the firm.

Importance of Intangibles for Valuation

In recent years, due to changes and uncertainty in markets, information, and globalization
(Baker et al., 2013), the financial data publicly reported by firms does not reflect the accurate
value of a firm. As a result, firm valuation has pivoted from a pure focus on financial results
to a deeper understanding of the intangibles that cause these results. The reason for increased
attention to intangibles is that earnings reported in a variety of forms (net income, operating
earnings, core earnings, pro forma earnings, EBITA — earnings before interest, taxes, deprecia-
tion, and amortization — and adjusted earnings) have become ever more suspect (Bynes and
Henry, 2001). Baruch Lev, an accounting professor who is a thought leader of the intangibles
movement, has shown the importance of intangibles as indicated through the market-to-book
value (the ratio of capital market value of companies compared to their net asset value) of the
Standard & Poor’s 500, which has risen from 1 to over 6 in the last 25 years — suggesting that
for every $6 of market value, only $1 occurs on the balance sheet (Lev, 2001). What this means
is that the balance-sheet number — which is what traditional accounting measures — represents
only 10 to 15 percent of the value of these companies (Webber, 2000). This data shows that
the value of many firms comes as much from perceived value as from hard assets. Firms such
as Coca-Cola and Genentech have high market value from brands and patents. Technology-
based firms such as Amazon and Google have high market value with relatively little in the way
of cash flow, earnings, hard assets, or patents. And even traditional companies such as 3M are
increasing market value by focusing on brands, leveraging the Web, and restructuring. Professor
Lev further recommends that managers learn to win investors over by finding ways to more
clearly communicate intangibles with them (Lev, 2011).

In recent years, studies of intangibles as a source value have received more attention
(BilanciaRSI, 2010). Generally intangibles have been listed as intellectual capital or knowledge
as evidenced in patents, trademarks, customer information, software codes, databases, busi-
ness models, homegrown processes, and employee expertise (Sherman, 2011). Investors have
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worked to classify lists of intangibles that include intellectual capital, but go beyond. Baruch
Lev categorizes intangibles into R&D efforts (e.g., trademarks, patents, copyrights), brand value
(e.g., image, reputation), structural assets (e.g., business systems, processes, executive compen-
sation, human resources), and monopoly position (Lev, 2001, 2005; Lev and Radhakrishnan,
2005; Demerjian et al., 2012). In studies of firm value, there is little doubt that intangibles are
an increasing source of the overall value of a firm (Hulten and Hao, 2008).

In our previous work, we synthesized the work on intangible value into four domains called
the architecture for intangibles (Figure 2.1). We found that intangibles could be clustered into
four categories: making and keeping promises, having a clear strategy for growth, managing core
competencies, and building organization capabilities (Ulrich and Smallwood, 2003).

e  Keeping promises comes when leaders build relationships of trust by doing what they say to
employees inside and customers and investors outside, often measured as risk.

e  Creating a clear, compelling strategy comes when leaders have strategic capital to define
the future and work with customers to deliver value through brand identity and reputation.

e  Aligning core competencies increases when leaders invest in R&D and the intellectual
capital that comes from patents, copyrights, trademarks, and the like. Creating core compe-
tencies also comes when leaders access functional expertise in technology, manufacturing,
and operations.

e Building organization capabilities comes when leaders have the ability to create a corporate
culture consistent with its mission, which might mean a culture of innovation, collabora-
tion, efficiency, risk management, or information asymmetry.

I propose that leadership is a key underlying factor in organizations being able to keep
promises, set clear and compelling strategies, align core competencies, and build organization
capabilities. When leaders at all levels of a firm guide these four domains, they create sustain-
able intangible value. Investors who assess leadership will be more able to fully value a firm’s
intangible assets and overall market value.

The valuation field has done an incredible job creating ever more granular definitions of asset
value. There are two next steps facing the valuation field: information and intangibles. With
advanced information and transparency, valuation has come when investors possess increasingly
robust and detailed analyses of a company’s financial reporting. There are fewer and fewer infor-
mation asymmetries in financial data. Every interested investor has access to publicly reported
data, so, essentially, each investor knows what every other investor knows. Investors need to dig
deeper to find new insights, but this is not easy to do.

Leadership is the next step in firm valuation, which goes beyond measuring intangible value.
As discussed above, intangibles have become an emerging step in firm valuation by focusing on

[ Build organization capabilities

—

[ Align core competencies

Leadership

[ Create a clear, compelling strategy ]

[ Keep our promises

Figure 2.1 Architecture for Intangibles
Source: Ulrich and Smallwood, 2003.
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Phase 2: Intangibles
Determine ability for future
earnings (strategy, brand,

R&D, systems)

Information asymmetry/focus

Phase 1: Financial
Determine a firm’s earnings or
cash flow (EBITDA, EVA)

Time

Figure 2.2 Evolution of Firm Valuation

the future more than the past. Figure 2.2 shows that intangibles move beyond financial informa-
tion. Recent work on intangibles has helped to recognize, validate, and codify intangible value.
The next step in valuation may be leadership capital, or quality of leadership, which underlies
and creates intangibles and leads to financial results. When assessed, information on leadership
capital may give investors information asymmetry that informs their investment choices.

Investors may have common valuation metrics for their financial analysis of a firm, which is
the baseline for financial investments. Investors are creating metrics for intangibles. But, inves-
tors who do a better job in assessing leadership will create information asymmetry and make
better investment decisions. In addition, there is enormous variance of management practices
and leadership, across firms and countries (Bloom and van Reenen, 2007). Financial valuation
sets the accepted baseline that levels the playing field, but leadership valuation differentiates
how investors may determine long-term firm value. Financial vs. intangible valuation is like
being certified or licensed (as an accountant, doctor, lawyer, or psychologist), which means
you have mastered the basics (financials in firm valuation), but licensing does not assure quality,
which requires more subjective judgment (leadership in firm valuation). It is also like betting
on a sporting event. Every better knows the past records of both teams. If a gambler has more
information about a star player, that information would enable him to make more informed
bets. Likewise, a leadership ratings index should help investors make more informed subjective
judgments about the quality of leadership as they make their investment choices.

Offering a Proposed Approach to Evaluating the Market
Value of Leadership

A leadership capital ratings index should help multiple audiences who want to assess and increase
the value of a firm. There is a difference between a leadership rating index and a leadership rat-
ings standard. Standards (e.g., gold standard) define what is expected; indices (e.g., gold’s perfor-
mance vs. other investments) rate how well an activity performs. For example, The Economist has
a Big Mac index that adjusts the cost of a Big Mac above or below the average Big Mac price in
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the US. This index crudely assesses the cost of living in a country. This Big Mac index is not a
standard that tells one how much a Big Mac should be priced or how it should taste.

An index guides investors to make more informed choices while a standard defines effective-
ness. When a rating agency such as Moody’s or Standard & Poor downgrades a company, it is
not saying that the company did or did not meet financial reporting requirements. It is offering
an opinion about the firm’s ability to repay loans in the future. Likewise, a leadership capital
index would inform investors about the leadership readiness to meet business challenges. We are
not proposing a leadership equivalent of GAAP that codifies all leaders in the same way. Such a
leadership standard would be nearly impossible, because leadership is inevitably both a person-
ally subjective activity and a contingent activity based on the unique needs of the company. It
is silly to ask who was or is the better leader . . . Lee Iacocca, Bill Gates, Warren Buffet, Steven
Jobs, or Jack Welch? In fact, each was very successful using his unique skills appropriate for the
circumstance. In the near future, there is not likely to be a uniform standard of leadership, but
an investor who recognized the quality of leadership in each of these leaders, and thus invested
early in them, would have been well served. A leadership ratings index can give investors and
other interested parties a set of guidelines to assess leadership capital.

Many executives recognize the importance of helping investors become more acquainted
with and aware of company leaders. But frequently the exposure of investors to company
leadership is somewhat haphazard and episodic, often focused on a few leaders with limited
information. It is like buying a house by only viewing the information on the internet (pictures,
property tax, age, and so forth), but not visiting the house to get additional qualitative informa-
tion and a feel about the neighborhood, conditions of the house, and the flow of living in the
house. While few would buy a house without seriously looking at it and getting more insight
about the quality and feel of the house, investors often invest without thorough or thought-
ful leadership assessment. When investors define leadership only as the CEO, when they only
examine one aspect of effective leadership, or when they assess haphazard views of leadership,
they are working in the right direction but with limited information.

Requirements of a Leadership Capital Index

A leadership ratings index will need to synthesize the various and muddled concepts related to
leadership capital and provide a discipline to rigorously track these concepts. We propose that
a leadership ratings index have two dimensions, or domains: individual and organizational (see
Figure 2.3). “Individual” refers to the personal qualities (competencies, traits, characteristics) of’
the key leaders in the organization. “Organization” refers to the systems (often called human
capital) these leaders create to manage leadership throughout the organization and the applica-
tion of organization systems to specific business conditions. Using these two domains, previ-
ous leadership and human capital work may be synthesized into a leadership ratings index that
investors can use to inform their valuation decisions.

Domain 1: Individual Leader Competencies

The individual dimension of leadership capital focuses on the qualities of individual leaders within
an organization. Leadership obviously begins with the CEO, but also extends to the top team
and even the middle managers who assume leadership responsibilities throughout an organization
(Ulrich and Smallwood, 2012). Too often investors look only at the CEO to represent the over-
all quality of leadership. For example, ISS (Institutional Shareholder Services) reports extensive
analysis about CEO pay (correlation of CEO pay to performance, CEO base vs. at risk pay, ratio

27



Dave Ulrich and Justin Allen

Focus on organization capability
and human capital

Low High

Leadership ratings

Leader or talent

High audit index
Focus on
individual
leader
competence
Low No assessment Organization

audit

Figure 2.3 Synthesis of Leadership Capital Domains

of CEO pay to next highest officer, and CEO pay vs. peers), because this information is publicly
reported in Securities and Exchange Commission reports. Increasingly, collective leadership mat-
ters more than individual leaders.

Many studies of leadership acknowledge the general importance of people and overall leader-
ship as the driver of organizational value (Ceridian, 2007). Some have focused on the individual
skills of the top and senior leaders as inputs to key investment decisions. Every thoughtful inves-
tor interested in long-term investing (portfolio managers, institutional investors, mutual/hedge
fund managers, private equity investors, and venture capitalists) would likely recognize that
leaders matter in valuing the firm. But when asked about leadership, analysts emphasize more
how to get information than what information to look for. Without a guiding framework for
what makes an effective leader, each analyst draws on his or her own assumptions.

As discussed above, literally millions of studies have attempted to define the qualities of an
effective leader. To cull these studies so that investors can use them to assess leadership, we
have defined a metaphor “leadership brand,” which consists of code and differentiators. The
Leadership Code addresses the question: can leaders in a firm accomplish the basic duties of a
leader? The Code includes four factors of leadership that investors can assess (for simplicity in this
work, we have combined talent manager and human capital developer). These leadership factors
define the individual domain of a leadership ratings index that covers half of leadership capital.

e  Personal proficiency: to what extent does the leadership demonstrate the personal qualities
required of an effective leader?

e  Strategist: to what extent does the leadership articulate a point of view about the future and
strategic positioning?

e  Executor: to what extent does the leadership make things happen and deliver as promised?

e People manager: to what extent does the leadership build the competence, commitment,
and contribution of their people today and tomorrow??

The leadership differentiator addresses the question: to what extent do leaders engage in behav-
iors that are uniquely suited to the firm given its external brand? In our research we found that
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about 60 to 70 percent of effective leadership was doing the basics well; 30 to 40 percent was mak-
ing sure that leaders’ actions inside a company reflected customer expectations outside the com-
pany. A customer brand becomes a leadership brand when leaders inside a company act in ways
customers would expect. This leads to the fifth factor of personal leadership that investors can assess:

e  Leadership differentiator: to what extent is leadership behavior consistent with customer
expectations?

These five elements offer a framework for what investors should pay attention to in assess-
ing individuals as leaders. Investors who assess individual leaders at the top and throughout the
organization will know if they have the personal qualities that define effective leadership.

Domain 2: Organization Capability and Human Capital

Leadership capital not only includes personal or individual leadership traits, but also invest-
ments made to build future leaders within the organization. To build future leaders, leaders
create organization cultures and invest in human resource practices (often called human capital).
Studies have shown the relationship between a firm’s investment in human capital practices and
financial performance. A number of consulting firms have worked to create human capital, or
high performing workplace, assessments, each assessing basic HR practice areas (staffing, train-
ing, compensation), then generally emphasizing the strengths of their consulting firm’s practice
(Bassi and McMurrer, 2009; CIPD, 2007; Filbeck and Preece, 2003; Hay Group, 2008; McBassi
and Company, 2007; Mercer, 2006; PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2008; Fulmer et al., 2003). At
times these assessments show the relationship between a single practice (e.g., staffing, training,
compensation, or succession planning) and financial performance, but more recently efforts
have been made to create human capital indices showing how integrated HR investments affect
business performance (Fulmer and Ployhart, 2014; Nyberg et al., 2014).

Investors who assess leadership capital should examine the extent to which leaders design
and deliver human resource systems to maximize value. Like personal competencies of effective
individual leaders, the domain of human capital is very broad, ranging from specific HR prac-
tices (e.g., pivotal employees, executive compensation, training investments) to broader issues
such as culture. For human capital to be accurately assessed in valuation discussions, the complex
domain of processes, practices, metrics, tools, and ideas needs to be simplified. Based on human
capital studies such as the above, we can propose that there are five organizational factors that
may be part of a leadership ratings index for investors.

1. Culture capability: to what extent has the leadership created a customer focused cultural
capability that is shared throughout the organization?

2. Talent: to what extent has the leadership invested in practices that manage the flow of talent
into, through, and out of the organization?

3. Performance accountability: to what extent has the leadership created performance man-
agement practices (e.g., compensation) that reinforce the right behaviors?

4. Information: to what extent has the leadership managed information flow to gain informa-
tion asymimetries?

5. Work: to what extent has the leadership created organization and work practices that deal
with the increasing pace of change in today’s business settings?

Investors can assess the human capital by determining whether leaders wisely invest in these
organization practices.
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By synthesizing existing leadership capital into individual and organization domains and 10
elements, we can propose a leadership capital ratings index that investors can use to scrutinize
quality of leadership (Table 2.1). As suggested, the individual and organization domains serve
a purpose similar to the principles that Standard & Poor uses to guide their assessments. This
framework is comprehensive in that it synthesizes the range of leadership capital issues investors
should pay attention to. It is also simple in that the two domains and 10 elements have both face
validity and are easily understood. It also leads to discipline in that investors can examine and
codify specific actions and metrics for each of the 10 elements.’

Conclusion

The connection of studies of leadership and firm valuation can benefit both. The study of lead-
ership can be improved by examining leadership through investor expectations, and studies of’
firm valuation can be improved through rigorously examining leadership. Ultimately this lead-
ership ratings index offers investors a more integrated approach to assessing leadership.

A leadership capital index would help multiple stakeholders interested in firm valuation.
Investors would have better information on which to make financial commitments. Rating
agencies and proxy advisory agencies could offer more granular firm valuation information.
Boards of Directors charged with replacing leaders could better evaluate potential candidates.
Those charged with building leadership (c-suite executives, HR professionals, consultants)
could provide more insightful assessments and development efforts.

Table 2.1 Overview of Leadership Rating Index

Domain Factor Question Example metric
(To what extent do
leaders . . .)
Individual: 1 Personal have the required e Has experience in the
What does the proficiency personal industry; has been successful
individual leader or characteristics in the past
collection of leaders to be effective? e Demonstrates learning agility
be, know, and do e Exhibits personal presence
that would matter (charisma)
most to investors? e Has emotional intelligence
(self aware)

2 Strategist have a point of e Articulates a unique point of
view about view about future industry
the future trends
and strategic e Understands external
positioning? business drivers (regulatory,

technology, demographic
shifts)

e Enunciates a differentiated
strategy for their firm

3 Executor make things e Has a proven track record of
happen and success
deliver as e Is willing to hold people
promised? accountable

o Meets commitments
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4 People
manager

5 Leadership
differentiator

build the
competence,
commitment,
and
contribution of
their people?

behave
consistently
with the

desired culture?

Maintains stability of senior
team

Able to work with people
with different skills

Engages staff

(e.g., engagement survey,
retention of top talent)
Productivity of staff vs.
industry

Has a workforce plan
Empowers others

Links firm brand to leadership
behaviors (leadership
competency model matches
firm brand)

Aligns leadership behaviors
to strategy

Lives the values

Uses the values to guide
decision making

Organization: 6 Cultural create a culture Pays attention (time, talk,
What do leaders do to capability that reflects and money) to defining and
build organization customer delivering desired culture

capital, which expectations? e Connects firm brand to
includes capability cultural/values statement
and human capital, e Turns cultural/values
that would matter statement into specific,
most to investors? measureable behaviors
e Has a unity of desired culture
7 Talent manage the flow Hiring success rate

8 Performance
accountability

9 Information

10 Work

of talent into,
through, and
out of the
organization?
create
performance
management
processes that
reinforce right
behaviors?
manage
information
flow to gain
information
asymmetries?

create
organization
and work
practices that
align with
strategy?

Retention of key talent
Training and development
investments

Succession planning process
Sets clear standards

Aligns executive
compensation with
performance

Spends time on performance
conversations

Uses social media

Collects and disseminates
external information

Turns data (big data) into
insights that inform
decisions

Matches organization
structure to strategy
Understands and reengineers
key processes for success
Has clear decision-making
and governance guidelines
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Notes

1 These studies, which capture the impact of leadership and performance, can be summarized in the
following table:

Affects Lieberson and Weiner Thomas Wasserman, Nohria, Mackey
O’Connor and Anand

Year affect 1.8% 2.4% 5.6% 2.6% 1.0%

Industry affect 28.5% 20.5% n/a n/a 18.0%

Corporate affect 22.6% 45.8% 82.2% 25.5% 29.5%

CEO affect 14.5% 8.7% 5.7% 14.7% 12.9%

Error 32.6% 22.6% 5.4% 50.9% 38.5%

Using ROA as dependent variable

2 For those who follow our work, in the Leadership Code we separate talent manager, which focuses
on managing people for today, and human capital developer, which focuses on investing in people for
tomorrow. We have combined these two talent-related leadership skills for simplicity. They both focus
on the underlying ability of a leader to manage his or her people, and investors who see this skill in lead-
ers will have more confidence in the firm’s ability to deliver intangible and tangible value.

3 We need to be realistic about these 10 factors making up our proposed rating index. If we were asked
today, we would say that most investors recognize the need to improve assessments of leadership, but
that today’s assessments may have a 5 to 10 percent validity because they lack rigor and consistency.
The leadership ratings index we propose may move this to 30 to 40 percent validity. Much, much more
can and should be done to determine how investors can and should evaluate leadership, but this is an
important start.
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Beyond the Hero-Leader
Leadership by Collectives

Viviane Sergi, Jean-Louis Denis and Ann Langley

Introduction

Leadership has always been closely associated with unique, strong individuals. Even today,
leadership and leaders tend to be equated with each other. But is this association necessarily
valid, and is it possible to transcend this vision? Is it possible to move beyond the close asso-
ciation between leadership and single leaders? In line with a growing number of researchers,
we suggest that the answer to the second question is a resounding yes. The central aim of the
present chapter will therefore be to explore ways to conceive of leadership beyond traditional
unitary models.

Recent research has shown a marked interest in plural forms of leadership. Not only has
the number of articles on the topic risen in a notable way in the last ten years, but various
journals have devoted special issues to it (e.g., The Leadership Quarterly in 2014, Industrial and
Organizational Psychology in 2012 and International Journal of Management Reviews in 2011). Yet,
such plural forms are not new: Follett (1924), Gibb (1954) and Hogdson, Levinson and Zaleznik
(1965), among others, have each discussed shared conceptions of leadership, and made a case in
favour of this approach to leadership years before it became more openly and actively debated
in academic circles and used more by practitioners. However, despite their seminal contribu-
tions, plural forms of leadership have remained an isolated phenomenon, evoked sparingly by
researchers or practiced by marginal leaders. The more widespread interest for these forms is
thus quite new. Although still limited in its spread, plural forms of leadership have also started
to be mentioned in the general business press: for example, the trio of Sergey Brin, Larry Page
and Eric Schmidt was at the head of Google for years, before Eric Schmidt stepped down, leav-
ing a duo in place; Deutsche Bank also had, for some years, a duo at its head, just like Whole
Foods and the American restaurant chain Chipotle. However, reading the general press on the
possibility of having more than one person in charge of a company quickly reveals how such
arrangements are seen: when they are not directly presented as bad decisions,' they are discussed
with caution. Instances where plural forms have benefited the organization are often contrasted
in the same article with cases where the results have been more mixed; many of these articles
in the popular press conclude with a more than nuanced view of shared leadership roles, espe-
cially in the case of CEOs. Having more than one person in a leadership position may be more
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openly considered than previously, but it remains a choice and a practice generally seen with a
sceptical eye.

Nonetheless, evidence that a single leadership position can be occupied by more than one
individual seems to be mounting. Alongside studies that document how such collectives of leaders
work, research aimed at documenting the links between these plural forms and various positive
benefits for organizations have started to appear. For example, Pearce, Wassenaar and Manz
(2014) discuss how shared leadership may enable responsible leadership, linking leadership with
corporate social responsibility; other studies are exploring the relationship between plural forms
and other benefits for organizations, such as group-level phenomena like caring and solidarity
(Houghton, Pearce, Manz, Courtright, & Stewart, 2015), knowledge transfer (Spyridonidis,
Hendry, & Barlow, 2015) and management of uncertainty (Jonassen, 2015). More generally, a
number of studies published in recent years have attempted to integrate the dispersed literature
on forms of plural leadership in order to establish whether there is a link between these forms and
team effectiveness or performance (see, for example, the reviews by D’Innocenzo, Mathieu &
Kukenberger, 2014; Drescher, Kosgaard, Welpe, Picot, & Wigand, 2014; Dust & Ziegert, forth-
coming; and Wang, Waldman, & Zhang, 2014). In particular, the meta-analysis realized by
Nicolaides et al. (2014) shows that there are clear links between shared leadership and team
performance. Overall, these studies tend to show that there are positive effects. However, Dust
and Ziegert (forthcoming) underline that, up to now, structural dimensions of plural forms of
leadership have not been assessed with the required precision when it comes to explaining the
benefits. They suggest that the number of co-leaders and how they share their leadership roles
and responsibilities have to be taken into account to better understand how these modalities
function and perform. They nonetheless conclude with a positive appreciation of plural forms of
leadership, in a similar vein to the three other recent meta-analyses.

Yet, in reviewing the literature on plural forms of leadership, one realizes that the question of
the structure of these teams of leaders has already been investigated in a number of articles: for
example, Gronn’s work has greatly focussed on the unit, or later on, the configuration of dis-
tributed leadership (2002, 2009, 2015), just as studies on the governance of inter-organizational
collaborations (e.g., Huxham & Vangen, 2000; Vangen & Huxham, 2003; Vangen, Hayes &
Cornforth, 2015) have shed light on the importance of structural concerns in their specific
context. In fact, the question of structure can be seen as a backdrop to many studies on plural
forms of leadership, as in studies on dual leadership (e.g., Reid & Karambayya, 2009, 2015) or
on leadership constellations (Hodgson et al., 1965), where the fact that it is a duo or a trio that
occupies the leadership position is the key theme driving the reflection on these plural forms.
While these studies, and others, do address the notion of structure, what is currently lacking in
the literature on plural forms of leadership is an overview of what the collective entities might
actually be. Beyond concerns for the internal structuration of these plural forms, can we identify
differences that might exist between all of the instances where leadership is practiced by many
individuals?

As we discussed elsewhere (Denis, Langley & Sergi, 2012; Sergi, Denis & Langley, 2012), we
start by noting that the notion of “plural leadership” is in fact an umbrella term useful to unify
what is otherwise a scattered literature, in which we can find a plethora of labels to designate
leadership roles that are shared. In spite of a similar starting point, the growth of interest in this
phenomenon is accompanied by a proliferation of labels to describe it, a proliferation that con-
tributes to the fragmentation of research on this topic. Some of these labels have partially stabi-
lized over the years. For example, studies referring to “shared leadership” tend to adopt a similar
line of thinking, inspired by organization psychology and behavior, and those using the term
“distributed leadership” are still closely associated with the context of schools and education
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management. Yet, despite the bodies of similar studies that have accumulated around some of
these labels, the same labels are used in other contexts, without necessarily acknowledging the
context from which they emerged. Other labels are also used in an indistinct fashion. Based on
an extensive literature review, our previous work (Denis et al., 2012) was an attempt at ordering
the variety of forms “plural leadership” can take, starting from the literature itself to see whether
streams of distinct traditions could be identified.

In this chapter, we aim to address the question of what the “collectives” we allude to in
the title of our chapter could be. We thus review the variety of forms that such collectives can
adopt, with the aim of “pluralizing” leadership. With this aim, the question we explore in these
pages is how can such a pluralization of leadership be conceptualized? How has leadership been
studied and conceived as a collectively practiced phenomenon? In other words, we will turn
our attention to some of the reasons that may explain why we can find, both in practice and in
research, collective definitions of leadership. The issue at stake here is not the theoretical roots,
or the theoretical commonalities between various studies; rather, it is the justifications provided
to promote plural forms of leadership, which up to now have rarely been discussed in an all-
encompassing way. As we will develop, we propose that collectives in leadership positions
can be viewed from three main pluralizing angles: they can result from a structural choice, an
ideological commitment and a distinctive theoretical construction. Each of these angles enlarges
our understanding of how leadership can be conceived and practiced in or by a collective. We
will explore each of these three angles, discussing how they allow us to think about leadership
as a phenomenon that is collectively accomplished, and highlight some of the research questions
opened up by each angle.

While those studying and investigating plural forms of leadership may be encouraged by
the current interest that these forms are attracting, this also opens up another relevant question:
why is this interest blossoming now? Could there be changes afoot in today’s organizations that
call for renewed ways of practicing leadership? Plural forms of leadership may have been long
present in specific contexts, such as pluralistic organizations (such as hospitals and artistic organi-
zations), but, as we will also discuss, some changes in more traditional organizations may signal
that these plural forms will be on the rise in coming years. We will thus conclude our chapter
by proposing some new lines of inquiry that still remain to be empirically studied.

Before we delve into the topic of plural leadership as we have elsewhere defined it (see
Denis et al., 2012; Sergi et al., 2012), we believe it is important to address the question that
often follows assertions regarding the possibility of sharing, in any form, leadership: what does
such a pluralizing of leadership mean for unitary leadership? Does it dilute its relevance; does it
call into question its potential beneficial effects for teams and organizations alike? On this topic
as on many others, we should eschew binary, dualistic thinking. Plural forms of leadership do
not imply a de facto disappearance of unitary leadership. We suggest that pluralizing leadership
should first and foremost be understood as an extension of leadership beyond single leaders, but
that such an extension should not be understood to happen necessarily at the expense of unitary
leaders. Far from it, we contend that extending leadership “out” from single individuals to dif-
ferent groups of individuals complexifies and nuances the picture. We also consider that such
an extension has the potential to rejuvenate both thinking and practice. Finally, we argue that
singular and plural forms of leadership can — and, in some instances, should — coexist and be
simultaneously practiced, depending on the context and on the persons involved.

The remainder of the chapter is structured as follows: we first present three distinct perspec-
tives on plural leadership, each of which can be understood as a set of explanations behind the
existence of such collective forms. The first set, “pluralizing by choice,” discusses instances
where leadership is practiced by collectives for structural reasons, in order to better function in
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the face of complexity. This category addresses the challenge posed to leadership by pluralistic
contexts, and also those stemming from complex interorganizational collaborations. In these
settings, opting for plural forms of leadership may help alleviate tensions that tend to arise,
given the complexity of decision making or of collaborating across sectors. The second set,
“pluralizing by ideal,” highlights the various cases where plural forms of leadership derive from
adherence to democratic ideals, or from a different organizing philosophy. In these settings,
individual actors decide, right from the foundation of their organization, to eschew traditional
and hierarchical approaches to leadership to adopt a more open and inclusive conception of it
(Raelin, 2005, 2011, forthcoming). The third and final set, “pluralizing by ontological framing,”
shifts the focus away from organizations and practitioners to researchers. It explores how various
researchers, by inscribing their studies in a different ontology than the one commonly found
in leadership studies, propose and illustrate a distinct conceptualization of leadership, which in
many instances is plural by definition, because of this ontology. Each section starts by presenting
the results of studies that belong to the category, and includes a short vignette to illustrate the
empirical manifestation of the category.

Instrumental Perspective: Pluralizing by Choice

When considering the literature on plural forms of leadership, a first distinction that appears
between different forms and examples relates to structural concerns. This is especially striking
in the case of empirical studies of plural forms of leadership: when considering the context in
which it is investigated, one can quickly realize that, in some instances, the plural form consid-
ered is inscribed in the organization’s structure, whereas, in other cases, it stems from mundane
collective practices, routine behaviors in terms of decision making or the style of an individual
leader who is keen on delegating some of his or her power to followers. Therefore, a first rea-
son explaining why we can find instances of plural leadership is linked to organizational choices
made in order to institutionalize formally the collective practice of joint leadership.

Based on our previous work, we can distinguish two forms of plural leadership that result
from a decision in terms of a team’s structuration. Each of these forms is associated with a dif-
ferent context. The first context is that of pluralistic organizations, where plural leadership is
practiced in duos or trios formally defined in the organizational structure, whereas the second
refers to interorganizational and cross-sector collaboration, where plural leadership takes the
form of a collaborative governance. These two contexts may appear to be quite different, but
we see that, in both these situations, organizations have tended to approach leadership in a
collective way in order to address the challenges they face, either internally or externally, and
have chosen to do so by structuring plural leadership in a formal way. Table 3.1 compares
both contexts.

A good example of a pluralistic setting in which collective leadership is often embedded in
the structure itself is represented by the performing arts sector: notably, theatres, orchestras,
ballet companies (Reid & Karambayya, 2009, 2015). Because the personal qualities needed
for high level artistic performance and for strong management are not always compatible,
but both are central to these organizations’ reputation, viability and performance, many such
organizations find it convenient to create leadership structures with an “artistic director”
and a “general manager” both reporting to the board of trustees and working together in
collaboration in order to ensure that both artistic merit and fiscal responsibility receive equal
(and, it is hoped, synergistic) attention. While such structures may sometimes be character-
ized by tensions and conflicts, they are nevertheless perceived as necessary and effective
in many cases (Bhansing, Leenders & Wijnberg, 2012; Reid & Karambayya, 2009, 2015).
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Table 3.1 Pluralizing Leadership: Comparison of Two Contexts

Pluralistic organizations Interorganizational, cross-sector

collaborations

Key characteristics ~ Knowledge-based work and
professional autonomy; diffuse
power; competing logics: multiple
and often divergent objectives

Challenges to e Difficulty in creating integrated e Variety of actors
overcome action e Coordination of the

interorganizational collaboration

Combination of multiple organizations
collaborating together across
organization borders or across sectors

e Long and arduous negotiation

processes
(Denis, Langley & Rouleau, 2007;
Fjellvaer, 2010)

Participation issues
(Crosby & Bryson, 2005, 2010;
Huxham & Vangen, 2000)

Duos or trios inscribed in the
structure of the organization;
leadership then takes the form of
co-leadership

Form that plural
leadership
adopts

Complex structuring of the
collaboration that may involve
no stabilized leadership role as
attributed to one individual or one
organization; leadership then takes
the form of a team structure, of a
relay in time or depending on the
issue at hand.

Another example of a setting in which plural leadership structures are common is health care
where clinical directors (usually trained physicians) may share leadership roles with others
with more management training (Denis, Lamothe & Langley, 2001; Baldwin, Dimunation &
Alexander, 2011; Koethe & Kroft, 2013; Zismer, Brueggemann & James, 2010). Again it is
the complementarity of skills, training and sources of legitimacy that makes such structures
attractive. Indeed, wherever advanced professional skills and managerial skills need to be
combined, are given equal status, and are rarely present within the same individual, this form
of leadership may be desirable (Empson, Cleaver & Allen, 2013; Fjellvaer, 2010). However,
as has been noted by some researchers (e.g., Reid & Karambayya, 2009, 2015), these dual
structures can also be surrounded by ambiguity in role definition and can generate tensions
and contflicts, ultimately leading to dysfunctions that can have a notable impact on the organ-
ization. These risks underline the importance of attending to the conditions of co-leadership
(see Gibeau, Reid & Langley, Chapter 16, this volume).

As for interorganizational collaborations, a number of studies have shown that this setting
may require a collective form of leadership that is distributed across time and space: in other
words, the complexity of these collaborations between multiple organizations or stakeholders
may be better tackled by structuring leadership roles as a relay between organizations, over
time. As Crosby and Bryson (2005, 2010) have underlined, to achieve their common goal,
these interorganizational collaborations need a form of collective and integrated leadership to
facilitate and maintain communication across partners. As they discuss, these multi-organization
or multi-stakeholder collaborations can be eftective to address public issues, where such par-
ticipation can help in fostering change or in solving multifaceted social problems. However, as
described in more detail in their 2010 article, Crosby and Bryson highlight the complexity of
such collaborations: not only do practices, processes and a specific governance structure associ-
ated with the collaboration have to be put in place, but accountability mechanisms have to be
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developed and implemented. In other words, these interorganizational collaborations require
a formal structuration of how leadership will be shared and organized over the organizations
involved in the collaboration (see also Huxham & Vangen, 2000, for discussion of what such
collaborations require).

In this sense, although positive outcomes may emerge from such interorganizational collab-
orations, the challenges linked to the practice of this collective form of leadership should not be
underestimated. As Vangen, Hayes and Cornforth (2015) have noted, these interorganizational
collaborations involve issues related to the “two faces” of their nature: both “collaborative
governance” and “governing collaboration” have to be taken into consideration and, more
importantly, balanced. Indeed, both terms may refer to the context of complex collaborations,
but when considered side by side, the literature on these facets reveals the presence of com-
peting logics that generate tensions. Reflection on how to structure leadership across organi-
zations therefore contributes, among other elements, to alleviating (albeit temporarily) these
tensions. Nonetheless, Vangen et al. conclude by underlining the continual challenges of these
collaborations:

[t]he practical implication that we can draw from the conceptualizations and examples
presented in this article is that the governance of collaborations is highly resource intensive
and requires continuous energy and commitment and a great deal of skill from those who
are in charge of them.

(Vangen et al., 2015: 1258)

In sum, both the contexts of pluralistic organizations and interorganizational collaborations may
call for plural forms of leadership to better face the complexity of their context and to achieve
their goals, but this same complexity may explain why in both cases plural leadership is usually
structurally and formally defined. However, plural leadership is not always first and foremost a
question of structural choice, as we will now discuss.

Ideological Perspective: Pluralizing by Ideal

Following structural arguments in favor of plural forms of leadership, another line of thinking
can be found in the literature: that pluralizing leadership reflects a political or an ideological
commitment. In this line of reasoning, we find studies of leadership that approach it from a rela-
tional understanding, and others that promote a clear democratizing agenda. One of the most
notable contributions in this direction is that of Raelin (e.g., 2005, 2011, forthcoming a), who
has been advocating a new approach to leadership that he has called “leaderful.” In this category,
we also find a number of organizations that have, from their inception, defined themselves
as “leaderless,” such as some orchestras, social movements or organizations that remain hid-
den such as the hacker collective Anonymous. In these cases, their “leaderlessness” may result
from a collective choice, but, fundamentally, this choice proceeds from a strong commitment
to specific democratic values and a strong sense of mission. Despite their differences, leaderful
and leaderless approaches to leadership all point to a highly pluralized approach to leadership,
in which we find groups of individuals who collectively decide, based on ideas, values or phi-
losophies, that leadership roles have to be opened up to all the members of the group or, more
radically, have to disappear completely. In these cases, in spite of being reflected in the organi-
zation’s structure, turning to plural forms of leadership is not an institutionalized way of facing
the inherent challenges posed by the context. It is rather a reflection of a specific mission, or a
choice to break away from traditional ways of organizing work.
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Raelin (2005, 2011, forthcoming a) has argued in favor of a radical change in terms of
conceptions of leadership: to move away from traditional definitions of leadership centered on
specific individuals, toward a definition based on a democratic and collaborative understanding.
His proposition rests on the recognition that current workplaces have changed, and that these
changes extend to the practice of leadership, which should now be conceptualized as plural:
in his words, “leaders need to co-exist at the same time and all together” (Raelin, 2005: 18).
He defines leaderful practice as concurrent (whereas traditional and conventional understand-
ing of leadership is serial), collective (instead of individual), collaborative (rather than con-
trolling) and compassionate (rather than dispassionate). It should also be noted that Raelin
proposes a definition of leadership that rests on practice, therefore linking it to the emergent
leadership-as-practice stream of research (see, for example, Carroll, Levy & Richmond, 2008;
Denis, Langley & Rouleau, 2010; and Raelin, forthcoming b). However, and in contrast to
the leadership-as-practice body of research, Raelin’s leaderful notion rests on a clear and firmly
expressed democratic ideal:

Leaderful practice is unrepentant in advocating distinctively democratic values. To explain
its derivation, think of a time when a team was humming along almost like a single unit.
Working together was a joy. Each team member had a specific functional role but seemed
able implicitly to support each other when warranted. Any one of the team members could
speak for the entire team. How would one characterize such a community? A common
reference is that it is leaderless, that there is no need for a leader (see, e.g., Costigan and
Donahue, 2009). But it is hardly leaderless because it is not devoid of leadership, it is full
of leadership; in other words, leaderful. Everyone is participating in the leadership of the
entity both collectively and concurrently; in other words, not just sequentially, but all
together and at the same time (Raelin, 2003).

(Raelin, 2011: 203)

Raelin is therefore not shy in stating not only that leadership can be conceived as collectively
practiced, but that this view is inherently desirable on ethical grounds. Here, traditional hier-
archies are contested and emancipation of all actors is promoted. Raelin considers that this
approach is more suited to a context in which collaboration, creativity, empathy and ethical
behavior, among others, are needed — a context that may correspond to the current challenges
organizations face.

In a similar line of thinking, a number of studies on distributed leadership, especially as it has
been studied and applied to schools (e.g., Spillane, Halverson & Diamond, 2001, 2004) have
presented it as a modality of leadership that may foster more integrative, and less hierarchical,
approaches. It should be noted that Woods (2004) has noted that distributed and democratic
leadership should not be confused, the former, in his analysis, being more instrumental and
functional, while the latter is wider in its social and societal implications. For Woods, demo-
cratic leadership extends distributed leadership, but shares with it a view of leadership as a
dispersed phenomenon. Jones (2014) has also illustrated, through a case study, that distributed
leadership does not necessarily come with more democratic decision-making processes. Yet, as
Woods and Gronn (2009) have suggested, because distributed leadership rests on a dispersion of
leadership among many organizational actors, it still offers the potential to bring more democ-
racy in workplaces:

A value of DL [distributed leadership] conceptually is that in its radical form it raises fun-
damental issues to do with how we understand the relationship between individual and
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community: that is, DL as concertive action, where the combined leadership of many
individuals in the grouping or organization is greater than the sum of the parts, asserts the
inherent interrelationship of person and social structure.

(Woods & Gronn, 2009: 447)

Yet, as Bolden’s review (2011) has revealed, the degree to which distributed leadership is truly
democratic is open for debate. Other researchers have also criticized how distributed leadership
has spread, mainly in the education sector. For example, Mayrowetz (2008) has discussed that
the democratic potential of distributed leadership may be more of a stretch of this approach. For
their part, Bolden, Petrov and Gosling (2009) contend that distributed leadership corresponds,
in the case of the universities they studied, to an effective rhetoric: “Fundamentally, though, we
argue that distributed leadership is most influential through its rhetorical value whereby it can
be used to shape perceptions of identity, participation and influence but can equally shroud the
underlying dynamics of power within universities” (Bolden et al., 2009: 274; on these rhetorical
functions, see also Gosling, Bolden & Petrov, 2009). Finally, other researchers go even further,
revealing how distributed leadership may in some contexts be closer to a discourse than a real
practice, and serve interests that are far from this democratic ideal. For example, as Maxcy and
Nguyen (2006) have shown, in some schools distributed leadership has been presented in a way
that “employ][s] depoliticized rhetoric that masks an antidemocratic, managerial bias” (p. 188).
All of these criticisms — many revealed though empirical studies — point to the importance of
recognizing the power issues and the discursive nature of plural forms of leadership that are
presented as promoting more democracy in organizations.

Under the opposite label of “leaderlessness” — while sharing with “leaderfulness” a sim-
ilar ideological commitment — we find studies and organizations that promote plural forms
of leadership by refusing completely the idea of having leaders. These organizations include
orchestras that choose not to have a conductor (e.g., the Orpheus Chamber Orchestra, see
Vredenburgh & He, 2003) to completely distributed networks (e.g., the hackers’ collective
Anonymous; see Dobusch & Schoeneborn, 2015, for an exploration of how such a collective
can function as an organization). In most instances, we find in these organizations a strong cul-
ture based on collegiality and open, non-hierarchical participation by all of its members. But
going even further, we find collectives, such as social protest movements — where resistance,
empowerment and the quest for social justice are at the core of their activities — which explicitly
adhere to a leaderless approach to leadership: in other words, where discussion and decision
making are based on direct democracy. Eslen-Ziya and Erhart (2015) explored the post-heroic
form of leadership that emerged out of the practices of a number of groups in the context of
the Gezi protests, revealing that “[together, these groups] exemplified a form of absent leader-
ship where individuals per se were absent but the ideas or common goals served as the leader”
(p- 484). Here, it is thus the ideas and objectives that led the actions of these groups. These ideals
can also be found in self~management organizations and workers’ collectives — again, organiza-
tions founded on the ideas of autonomy, horizontality and solidarity, such as the ones studied
by Kokkinidis (2015a, 2015b). As he describes:

these self~managed projects are primarily driven by the members’ political aspiration to
create a space that is open and experimental; a space that would not only challenge the
existing forms of work but also put into practice other possibilities that place emphasis on
reciprocal relationships and prioritize collective working, egalitarianism and autonomy.
[. . .] [When considering the organizations showcased in the article] one of the main fea-
tures of autonomy is the recognition that individuals are capable of creating their own rules
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and of governing their affairs as they see fit, which in turn requires a different definition
of democracy. One that supports more inclusive models of participation and encourages
the construction of rule-creating rather than rule-following individuals, allowing them to
determine both the ends and the means, collectively.

(Kokkinidis, 2015b: 868)

As such, these organizations appear as sites where new practices in terms of organizing, deci-
sion making and leading are experimented with, all with the aims of fostering social change.
Yet, “leaderlessness” is not without issues, as Western (2014) underlines: in protest groups, the
discourse (or fantasy, as he calls it) of the absence of leaders can create tensions with the actual
practices where leaders emerge out of action. This leads him to recommend to these group to
move beyond this anti-leadership discourse, and to talk of autonomist leadership, which he
describes as follows: “Autonomist Leadership is a form of individualised collective leadership,
i.e. it is embedded in networks and enacted by autonomous individuals and groups” (p. 693).
As a form of leadership based on autonomy and mutualism, this conception tries to reconcile
leadership with the democratic principles at the heart of these groups.

In sum, these organizations may be relevant sites to explore for researchers aiming at
challenging capitalist organizations and management practices, and in exploring alternative
workplaces and their transformative potential. Given their will to propose strong and radical
alternatives to traditional, hierarchical leadership, they therefore represent an interesting site to
study leadership practiced by collectives and to deepen our understanding of it. As Sutherland,
Land and Bohm (2014) have noted, “just because an organization is leaderless, it does not nec-
essarily mean that it is also leadershipless” (p. 759) — a provocative statement that can be read as
an invitation to conduct more empirical work on these alternative forms of organizing. In sum,
while “leaderlessness” may sound as if it is the polar opposite of “leaderfulness,” both are in fact
more closely related than they may appear, both resting on a strong ideological commitment to
equality and democracy.

Ontological Perspective: Pluralizing by Definition

The first two perspectives we explored were first and foremost based on empirical observations:
the actual existence of leadership practiced by several individuals, stemming from a formally
and a priori defined structuration — be it in terms of duos, trios or relays — or from a strong
commitment to democratic ideals. In both cases, pluralizing leadership is commanded either
by the context (plural forms of leadership as means to manage pluralistic organizations and to
collaborate across organizations), or by the principles to which members adhere (plural forms
of leadership as a way to embody ideals in daily functioning). With this third angle, we shift
from an empirical starting point to a more theoretical one. When surveying the literature, we
find a number of studies that develop a plural view of leadership by ontologically and theoreti-
cally framing this phenomenon in a different way. While all studies on plural leadership have
theoretical grounding, not all stem from a commitment to a particular understanding of reality.
Yet, a number of qualitative inquiries, mainly originating from management and organization
studies, arrive at a plural conception of leadership, not by counting leaders, but by anchoring
their work in a strong process ontology.

Process ontologies postulate that the world is fundamentally in movement, and that change is
constant (Rescher, 2012; Helin, Hernes, Hjorth & Holt, 2014; Hernes, 2014). This basic tenet
reverses completely the traditional ontological positioning of most research in management
and organization studies, which rests on stability, rather than change, as a central and defining
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characteristic of phenomena. Studies adopting a process ontology place action at the fore of
their empirical investigations, as phenomena are reconceptualized as being continually elabo-
rated through action and through social processes, hence the name of this ontological position,
situated in a context and happening over time, rather than being “fixed” and established (Chia,
1997). Also, by placing change — and not stability — at their core, studies adopting a process
ontology reveal how organizational phenomena, such as leadership, continually require a form
of work: seen from this light, leadership continually emerges out of action, and is always being
performed. In a process ontology, human phenomena such as leadership are therefore concep-
tualized not as “possessed” by individuals, but as being constantly elaborated, as actors are acting
in a context that is continually evolving: leadership becomes viewed as a question of movement
(Wood, 2005), as a process of becoming (Tsoukas & Chia, 2002).

In studies of leadership, this ontological positioning is far from being the norm. But in recent
years, organization studies have seen a growing interest in strong process views on phenomena,
and a number of researchers have explored leadership using this processual definition. Crevani,
Lindgren and Packendorff (2010) have suggested that conceiving leadership as a process facili-
tates decentering it from individuals — the same move that is at the heart of plural views of
leadership. As mentioned previously, a process ontology places action and social processes at
the heart of the empirical inquiry. More specifically, when applied to leadership, it has led a
number of researchers to propose that leadership is a consequence of social processes and inter-
actions unfolding over time, in which a variety of actors participate (as in most organizational
processes). Leadership is therefore constructed as emerging from these interactions.

This third perspective on plural leadership can be understood as a lens through which leader-
ship can be viewed, a lens that produces by definition a pluralized conceptualization of leadership.
Leadership may or may not, in the settings in which these studies are conducted, be formally
defined and consciously practiced by local actors in a collective way. It is rather the way the
researcher approaches the phenomenon that leads to them seeing it in a collective way. In this
sense, we can place in this third perspective both studies in which the researchers have explicitly
stated that their work is anchored in a process ontology, and those in which, while not necessar-
ily making such strong ontological statements, researchers have developed and proposed views
of leadership that show a proximity with process ontology. We therefore include in this third
perspective all studies on leadership that define leadership as emerging out of joint action, inter-
actions and relationships between actors. We emphasize the verb “emerging,” as it signals one
of the main differences from plural leadership that these studies project: in line with a general
process ontology, they all see leadership as produced by the relations and interactions between
actors, as they are involved in their daily activities. In this sense, leadership is both collective and
processual. This represents a clear difference from the two previous perspectives: in these two
perspectives, leadership is defined by practitioners as plural, and the reasons behind this choice
are either instrumental or structural, and ideological. From this point, it is a plurality of persons
occupying the leadership position — from a structural duo to a leaderless group — that “does”
leadership in different circumstances, producing various results. Leadership is still conceived
as something that produces effects, results, decisions, etc. — in other words, as a cause. The
ontological perspective reverses this way of thinking about leadership. Starting from the social
processes in organizational settings, in which a plurality of actors is de facto present, it proposes
to identify from all of these interactions those that perform or produce leadership, which then
become a resource for pursuing action.

In this line of thinking, the relational theory of leadership has focussed on the situated rela-
tional dynamics from which leadership emerges, in many instances proposing a view of leadership
as a co-construction. As such, and as discussed by Uhl-Bien and Ospina (2012), process ontology
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is one of the ontological underpinnings of researchers developing a relational view of leadership.
For example, belonging to this perspective, Uhl-Bien (2006) has proposed that these relational
dynamics are indeed processual, happening over time, but without identifying the specific onto-
logical roots of her work. Cunliffe and Eriksen (2011) have also developed a relational view of
leadership, as produced by many actors, much in line with process thinking.

Working in a different tradition, i.e., by attending to what is being said in interactions, Vine,
Holmes, Marra, Pfeifer and Jackson (2008) have shown that leadership entails a daily produc-
tion, in which interpersonal communication plays a key role. Pushing this idea further, research-
ers influenced by the communicative constitution of organization (otherwise known as CCO,
a stream of research at the interaction of communication studies and organization studies that
posits that organizational phenomena are produced and emerge in and out of communication)
have also approached leadership from a processual and plural fashion. But the main contribu-
tion of these researchers, as well as that of others that are working in other lines of inquiry, has
not been to give a central role to human and interpersonal communication in processes that
create leadership: it has rather been in the extension of who — or what — takes part in this pro-
cess. Recent studies such as those of Hawkins (2015), Mailhot, Gagnon, Langley and Binette
(forthcoming) and Sergi (forthcoming) show how leadership is also materially produced. These
researchers tend to view leadership as an assemblage made up of social and material elements,
and it is in this sense that leadership is understood as collective.

Finally, as we have discussed elsewhere (Denis et al., 2012), the main risk associated with
such a fluid, processual and fully decentered conception of leadership is to dilute it to the point
where it can be difficult to conceptually and empirically distinguish it from other social pro-
cesses happening in organizational settings. Researchers investigating plural forms of leadership
in this line of thinking should therefore be fully aware of this potential risk, and be clear in their
definition of what does (and does not) constitute leadership.

Discussion and Conclusion

The overview we have proposed in this chapter is not exhaustive, and justifications other than
the one we identified, both in research and in practice, could be found. What we want to
suggest here is that it is fruitful not only to consider the “who” and “how” of plural forms of’
leadership — the configuration of individuals involved in plural leadership and the daily func-
tioning of such configurations — but also to consider and to question the “why,” the justifica-
tions from which these more collective forms may emerge. Our chapter was based on the idea
that, by interrogating the ideas and the reasons behind this organizational phenomenon, we
could start developing a different typology of forms of plural leadership. In a general context
where these plural forms are attracting more and more interest and are increasingly deployed
in a variety of organizations, we believe that it is important to have in hand an overview of
what this phenomenon involves. Our previous work (Denis et al., 2012) was a first attempt at
ordering a body of research that tends to be scattered into a multitude of related concepts, and
this chapter should be seen as an extension of that work. As we have revealed with the three
categories we presented in these pages, it is possible to see leadership practiced by collectives
in a different light, when we consider the reasons advanced for pluralizing leadership. These
reasons can have instrumental, ideological or ontological roots, based respectively on organi-
zations that require plural forms of leadership to function more effectively, on groups who
share a strong commitment to a democratic ideal or on researchers themselves who wish to
conceptualize leadership from a different ontological starting point. It is important to consider
these reasons, as we suggest that they will impact how plural leadership is practiced and what
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it creates. Table 3.2 summarizes these implications. We have also included in this table a few
issues we see as associated with each perspective. These issues can be seen as opportunities for
future research, as they represent challenges — both empirical and conceptual.

As we discussed, the third perspective on plural forms of leadership that we identified stems
from researchers themselves, who begin from a different definition of leadership. For their part,
the first two perspectives refer to empirical contexts in which plural forms of leadership can be
seen. As a first item in an agenda for future research, we propose that the processual understand-
ing of plural leadership that researchers working in the ontological perspective are developing
could be applied to the empirical contexts described in the other two perspectives. In organi-
zational settings in which unitary leadership positions are already occupied by more than one
actor, how is this plural leadership performed on a daily basis? What are the social processes and
the specific patterns of interactions that compose plural leadership in these contexts? We hence
suggest that a first extension of research on plural forms of leadership might come from combin-
ing the perspectives we identified in this chapter.

As we have demonstrated in this chapter, there are a variety of reasons behind the phe-
nomenon of plural leadership. Rendering these reasons explicit helps us understand why and
how the tasks of leadership can be undertaken by a collective rather than a single individual.
Moreover, considering the reasons or the justifications behind plural forms of leadership may
also help us understand and better apprehend current changes in the workplace. For example,

Table 3.2 Three Perspectives on Plural Leadership

Instrumental Ideological perspective Ontological
perspective perspective
Why pluralize To address To enacta To conceptualize
leadership challenges posed commitment to a leadership as a
by the context democratic ideal process
How plural leadership is In a formally defined Requires processes What is being

practiced

Who participates in
plural leadership

Key issues

structure, either as
a duo/trio, or as a
relay over time

Individuals who have

been appointed
or identified as
formal leaders

Finding the right

balance inside

the duo or trio;
making the relay
work well for
interorganizational
collaboration

of consultation
and of negotiation
between actors;
depending on

the context, it
can also allow
fully distributed
action, without
consultation

Extended definition

of leadership
membership (all or
none)

Maintaining

commitment to
the democratic
ideal in the face of
difficult situations

done in specific
situation is seen
as a collective
accomplishment,
even if formal
leadership is
attributed to a
single individual

A plurality of actors

participate de
facto in leadership

Distinguishing

leadership from
other social
processes: how
is leadership
different from
coordination or
decision making?
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projects and project management have now clearly spread outside their traditional settings
(engineering, construction, IT development, to name a few). Given their temporary nature
and their often-interdisciplinary constitution, project teams may represent a relevant context to
mobilize plural forms of leadership. Also, it is not unusual for projects to be led by individuals
who are not otherwise in a superior hierarchical position compared to other project members.
This situation may favor the emergence of a more collaborative approach to decision making,
coordination and leadership.

However, while the field of project management has long considered questions pertaining
to leadership (see, for example, Gaddis (1959), who was among the first to discuss the char-
acteristics that the project manager must display to effectively manage projects), inquiries into
project leadership have mostly been conducted from a unitary view of leadership. Indeed,
studies on the leadership of projects or in the context of projects often revolve around the
style of leadership (e.g., Miiller & Turner, 2007) or the effectiveness and performance of lead-
ership for project success (e.g., Miiller, Geraldi & Turner, 2012; for an overview of leadership
in the context of projects, see Clarke, 2012a), focusing on elements such as traits, behaviors
or competences such as the emotional intelligence of project leaders. Yet, although some
studies have noted that the particularities of projects may require adaptations or developments
in terms of leadership (Tyssen, Wald & Spieth, 2013), studies on leadership in such contexts
tend to remain centered on unitary leaders. It is only recently that a few scholars have started
to propose that more collective approaches to leadership might be relevant and appropriate
for projects (Clarke, 2012b and Lindgren & Packendorft, 2009), but these ideas still need to
be explored empirically. Relevant questions would concern, for example, how projects, as
temporary organizations, differ from more permanent organizations, with regards to plural
forms of leadership? Does their temporary nature facilitate or hinder plural forms of leader-
ship? Does this limited nature influence how plural leadership is implemented and practiced?
Many questions remain to be considered.

Another area in which plural forms of leadership may already be experimented with is
virtual work settings. The de facto distributed work setting, where issues of communica-
tion, knowledge sharing and alignment are at the forefront, may also offer a fruitful context
in which to consider the role of plural forms of leadership. We see in this specific context
parallels with interorganizational collaborations that require a structuration of leadership in
the form of relays over time and space. Also, when virtual teams are global teams composed
of people coming from different cultures, it might also be appropriate to formally implement
a collective approach to leadership to better understand the differences that might arise from
these differences, again in order to facilitate collaboration. Some studies have addressed plural
forms of leadership in virtual settings (e.g., Al-Ani, Horspool & Bligh, 2011; Shuftler, Wiese,
Salas & Burke, 2010), discussing how it can be beneficial for team dynamics and what the
team achieves. A review of this literature has led Miloslavic, Wildman and Thayer (2015) to
recommend combining both shared and vertical leadership in virtual and global teams. These
studies are firmly anchored in the first perspective we identified, the instrumental perspective,
referring to how leadership is structured in these teams. However, it might be interesting to
approach plural leadership in these contexts from the third perspective, whereby plural lead-
ership is defined as emerging from social interactions and communication between actors in
the course of their work. How do people taking part in these virtual and sometimes global
teams enact a collective form of leadership, through their technology-mediated interactions?
Working from this ontological anchoring would offer a different view of plural leadership in
this context, which could in turn inspire researchers and practitioners who locate themselves
in the instrumental perspective.
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Finally, and more broadly, a number of researchers are underlining that work and workplaces
are experiencing a wave of change, including changes toward more collaborative workplaces.
These new collaborative practices are supported by more general trends that can be witnessed
currently in organizations. These trends may or may not be sustained over time; nonetheless, they
are feeding a renewed interest in collaboration, collaborative practices and collaboration tools —
an interest which in turn may spill over towards more collaborative approaches to leadership. In
this sense, this enlarged interest in collaboration may represent a fertile ground for plural forms
of leadership, both in terms of empirical experimentations led by practitioners and of research
interest. Two issues seem to be arising around this trend. First, we see that, inside traditional
organizations, new office spaces are designed and set up for collaboration. These new office spaces
are more open, and aim at removing walls (both material and immaterial) inside organizations.
Do these spaces create new opportunities for plural forms of leadership? A recent article by De
Paoli and Ropo (2015) hints at a positive answer to this question, although much empirical work
is still needed. Also, organizational boundaries are increasingly questioned, becoming in some
cases more fluid and more porous. Not only are we seeing more collaborations between organi-
zations, but organizations are also developing new relationships with customers and clients. For
example, once limited to specific, often design-oriented firms, co-creation practices are becoming
more popular. If the involvement of customers, clients or patients do change how new products
or services are developed and deployed, this involvement may also give rise to plural forms of’
leadership in these development activities. Is it happening in practice? And, if so, are these forms
different from the ones we already know about, given that they involve actors from both inside
and outside the organization? If the scattered evidence we see here and there towards more col-
laborative practices materializes into a more durable trend in terms of work organization, we
believe that plural forms of leadership may also become more than a marginal phenomenon.

Note

1 A quick search on the web with the keywords “companies with multiple CEOs” generates links to
articles with titles such as: “With co-CEOs, companies flirt with disaster” (Fortune, September 20, 2014)
or “With CEOs, two heads aren’t better than one” (Wall Street Journal, June 8,2015). But the same search
also uncovered links to articles that have a more positive tone towards plural forms of leadership.
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4

Leadership in the Face of Crisis
and Uncertainty

David Rast and Michael Hogg

As we planned and wrote this chapter, the worst Ebola epidemic in history ravaged West Africa;
the “Islamic State” and its clients continued their barbaric atrocities in and beyond the Middle
East; the Ukraine continued to degenerate into civil war; Greece teetered on the brink of exit-
ing the Euro and becoming a failed state within Europe; and across the globe millions of people
fleeing war, famine, and poverty formed a tidal wave of immigrants and refugees. The modern
world of circumscribed nations, cultures, and economies seemed inexorably to be unraveling.
This snapshot of late 2014 and early 2015 highlights that we live in uncertain times, and that
these uncertainties may seem inescapable. Of course, these examples of uncertainties and crises
are not the only ones we experience. In a less catastrophically life-threatening manner, we all
confront accelerating organizational and technological change that nonetheless creates uncer-
tainty and sometimes a sense of crisis.

To deal with these changes and uncertainties, particularly those that ultimately challenge our
sense of identity in the world, people look to their leaders. Leaders play a key role, for good and
for evil, in initiating and steering us through these events. When experiencing uncertainty we
look to our leaders to protect us and shepherd us toward a better future—one that resolves or
minimizes these feelings of uncertainty.

Uncertainty and crisis, however, can alter the way in which people think about and respond
to their leaders, as well as influence the type of leader they desire. For example, leaders are
more likely to be considered charismatic during crises, and charismatic/transformational leader-
ship is more likely to emerge in times of crisis (Trice & Beyer, 1986). Others have shown that
a crisis context shifts the typical “think manager—think male” leadership stereotype to “think
crisis—think female,” therefore making female or minority leaders more desirable in times of
uncertainty (Ryan, Haslam, Hersby, & Bongiorno, 2011).

Uncertainty and crisis can also impact how leaders are evaluated. According to the “romance
of leadership” perspective (Bligh, Kohles, & Pillai, 2011), accepting a leadership position during
an economic crisis or successfully leading an organization out of one can cause the leader to be
perceived as confident, effective, or even charismatic, which in turn results in greater support
and trust for the leader. An example of this is George W. Bush, who was rated as an extremely
uncharismatic leader before 9/11, but immediately following the 9/11 attacks he was rated as
being extremely charismatic (e.g., Landau et al., 2004).
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In times of uncertainty and crisis, followers look to their leaders to provide an unambiguous
vision and direction for the future. This is particularly true for uncertainties implicating one’s
identity or self-concept. During these periods of crisis, leaders carry the burden of reducing fol-
lowers’ feelings of uncertainty (see Rast, Hogg, & Giessner, 2013), and followers pay attention
to their leaders and how leaders react to the uncertainty. A leader’s reaction helps followers
assess the situation and make sense of it, and signals to followers whether the leader is effective
or not (Boin & Hart, 2003; Levay, 2010). To date the majority of research and theorizing on
leadership, particularly in times of general crisis and uncertainty, focuses on leaders’ character-
istics and behaviors, primarily focusing on leaders’ charisma (Bligh, Kohles, & Meindl, 2004;
Pillai & Meindl, 1998), decision-making style (Mumford, Friedrich, Caughron, & Byrne, 2007),
or intelligence (Riggio, Murphy, & Pirozzolo, 2002).

While useful, these approaches fail to capture a fundamental aspect of leadership: leader-
ship is a group process in which leaders construct and communicate people’s identity as group
members—their social identity (Hogg, 2007a). Leaders must lead an entire collection of people
to reduce feelings of crisis and identity uncertainty. In this chapter we redress this oversight
by focusing on how leaders impact and how they are impacted by identity processes, group
dynamics, and intergroup relations. Our analysis is framed by social identity theory (Tajfel &
Turner, 1979; Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987) and draws primarily on
the social identity theory of leadership (Hogg, 2001; Hogg & Van Knippenberg, 2003; Hogg,
Van Knippenberg, & Rast, 2012a). We also introduce uncertainty—identity theory to draw out
the logic that identity-related, as opposed to generic, crisis and uncertainty promote follower
preference for leadership per se, and for strong, directive, perhaps authoritarian/autocratic lead-
ership (Hogg, 2007b; Rast, in press). Finally, we present an analysis of leadership to resolve an
intergroup crisis (e.g., Hogg, Van Knippenberg, & Rast, 2012b).

Social Identity and Influence in Groups

Social identity theory is a social psychological framework that specifies the social, cognitive,
and motivational aspects and processes associated with group memberships and intergroup
relations. Social identity theory comprises the social identity theory of intergroup rela-
tions (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and the compatible social identity theory of the group (self-
categorization theory; Turner et al., 1987)—see comprehensive reviews by Abrams and
Hogg (2010) and Hogg (2012, 2013). It starts with the premise that groups are important
because they provide their members with sense of self and identity while also providing a
feeling of belongingness.

Tajfel (1972) defined social identity as an “individual’s knowledge that he belongs to certain
social groups together with some emotional and value significance to him of this group mem-
bership” (p. 292). Thus, a social identity refers to the cognitive and affective representation of’
oneself as belonging to a specific group (or the ingroup). Social groups are cognitively repre-
sented as prototypes, which are a fuzzy set of interrelated attributes that describe and prescribe
the attitudes and behaviors that maximize intragroup similarities and intergroup diftferences. As
an example of these processes, one’s social identity as a Democrat or Republican in the US is
likely to be salient around a national election. We can readily think about the multitude of atti-
tudes, policy positions, and political ideologies associated with each of these parties, which also
distinguish the parties from each other. When we interact with a person from the same party
as ours, we view that person as an ingroup member and perceive that person more favorably.
When interacting with a person from the opposing party, however, we view him/her as an
outgroup member and perceive that person less favorably.
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Once a person is categorized, including oneself, then depersonalization occurs. Depersona-
lization refers to a process by which the self and others are perceived as an embodiment of their
group’s prototype, rather than as unique individuals—that is, they are seen as a group member
rather than an autonomous individual. Because prototypes describe and prescribe the shared
social identity-defining attributes of the group, members pay close attention to how well they
and others conform to the group’s prototype. Members within a group are contrasted with the
group’s prototype so they can be more or less prototypical compared to other category mem-
bers. Hence, “group members conform to, and thus are influenced by, the prototype” (Hogg,
2001, p. 189). Because prototypes are context dependent, those who embody the group’s pro-
totype in one situation might not in another situation. Thus it is clearly important for people to
gain information that they believe is reliable about the group prototype.

Indeed, as people identify more strongly with a particular group, they come to internalize
the group’s prototype, as well as the associated attitudes and behaviors, as their own. People in
groups that are important to self-definition tend to be highly attentive to and aware of difteren-
tial ingroup prototypicality (Haslam, Oakes, McGarty, Turner, & Onorato, 1995; Hogg, 2005);
and thus, in determining what source of norm information is perceived to be most useful and
reliable, we tend to prefer highly prototypical ingroup members over both outgroup members
and less prototypical ingroup members. Recent developments among social identity researchers
explicitly evoke leadership or leadership-related features in subtheories: the social identity theory
of leadership (Hogg, 2001; Hogg et al., 2012b), uncertainty—identity theory (Hogg, 2007b), and
the social identity theory of intergroup leadership (Hogg et al., 2012a).

Social Identity Theory of Leadership

Leaders are active agents of influence. They influence their followers to achieve a shared collec-
tive goal. Leaders are often members of the groups to which they are charged with providing
leadership (Hogg, 2010). Similarly, followers are not inactive or passive participants in this rela-
tionship. Followers play an active role in defining the group, shaping who can lead the group,
and the style and behaviors of group leaders. This active and reciprocal leader—follower relation-
ship has recently garnered attention from social psychologists through social identity theory and
the social identity theory of leadership.

The social identity theory of leadership (Hogg, 2001) is based on prototype-based influence
from social identity theory described earlier. The theory argues that, as group membership
becomes more salient and important to one’s self-definition, more effective leadership hinges on
the extent to which a leader is perceived as being group prototypical. The more people identify
with groups, the more they attend to the group prototype, and thus pay more attention to who
is more or less group prototypical.

Highly prototypical leaders are more influential than less prototypical leaders. There are three
empirically supported reasons for this, according to social identity theory. First, as described
earlier, self-categorization increases conformity to the group prototype due to depersonalization
(e.g., Abrams, Wetherell, Cochrane, Hogg, & Turner, 1990). This results in members being
more influenced not only by the group prototype, but also by those who embody the group
prototype. Second, people prefer and are attracted to similar others (Byrne, 1997). Ingroup
members, especially prototypical ingroup members, are more trusted, liked, and popular than
outgroup members or non-prototypical members (Hogg, 1993). This affinity translates into
prototypical leaders being more influential than non-prototypical leaders. Finally, prototypical
members tend to identify more strongly with the group, making it more central and impor-
tant to their self-definition. As such, they conform and are more invested in the group and its
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well-being. They engage in greater ingroup favoritism and bias (Abrams & Hogg, 1990), and are
seen to be acting in the group’s best interest (T'yler & Lind, 1992). All of this results in the con-
ferral of trust and legitimacy. This affords prototypical, compared to non-prototypical, leaders
with greater latitude to diverge from the group prototype to be innovative (Abrams, Randsley
de Moura, Marques, & Hutchison, 2008).

Research has consistently replicated and supported the basic hypothesis of the social identity
theory of leadership using different research paradigms and in various contexts. Reviewing
evidence for the leader prototypicality advantage hypothesis, Van Knippenberg (2011) sum-
marized approximately 40 laboratory, field, and observational studies conducted over the past
decade. These studies have been carried out with student and non-student (e.g., organizational
employee) samples across four continents by numerous research teams. Each of the studies
provides support for this basic social identity theory of leadership hypothesis. Recent develop-
ments have also explored the impact of a multitude of moderating variables that strengthen
the leader prototypicality advantage, including procedural justice (De Cremer, Van Dijke, &
Mayer, 2010), leader—follower similarity (Alabastro, Rast, Lac, Hogg, & Crano, 2013), leader
successes and failures (Giessner & Van Knippenberg, 2008), charisma (Van Knippenberg & Van
Knippenberg, 2005), innovation and change (Abrams et al., 2008), leader rhetoric (Seyranian &
Bligh, 2008), and gender (Haslam & Ryan, 2008) to name a few.

Although group members are more likely to emerge as leaders if they are perceived as
being prototypical, there is a caveat to this hypothesis. Group prototypicality is tied to social
identification, such that the leader prototypicality advantage should be stronger as members
identify more strongly with their group. This finding too has been well supported (Fielding &
Hogg, 1997; Giessner & Van Knippenberg, 2008; Hogg, Hains, & Mason, 1998; Platow & Van
Knippenberg, 2001; Steffens, Haslam, & Reicher, 2014). However, there is evidence indicating
that people tend to identify at least a modest amount with core groups that are often salient or
accessible (e.g., Oakes, 1987). As such, social identification and leader prototypicality can play
an important role in most organizational leadership contexts.

Uncertainty-Ildentity Theory

The social identity theory of leadership literature paints a relatively bleak picture for non-
prototypical or anti-normative group leaders, suggesting they are uninfluential, ineftective, or
undesirable. As noted earlier, sometimes followers prefer, desire, and even yearn for strong,
anti-normative, or “nasty” leadership (Haller & Hogg, 2014; Hogg, 2007b; Rast, Gaftney, &
Hogg, 2013; Rast et al., 2013). Real world events demonstrate that sometimes non-prototypical
leaders do emerge and gain influence. For instance, John McCain ran for US president in
2008 in the midst of an economic crisis and war. He successtully won the Republican Party
nomination, through a campaign in which he constantly described himself as a “maverick”
who regularly disagreed with his own party. In a more business-oriented example, although
still underrepresented, women are more likely to be placed into precarious leadership positions
(e.g., Haslam & Ryan, 2008). In both examples, the groups or organizations were experiencing
a crisis or an uncertainty in which people’s leadership preferences changed. Under feelings of’
uncertainty or crisis, particularly those related to the self, people might change such that they
become more supportive of non-prototypical group leaders.

A recent advancement in understanding followers’” desire for non-prototypical, unexpected,
or even “nasty” leaders is derived through Hogg’s uncertainty—identity theory (2007b, 2012).
On its own, uncertainty—identity theory does not make explicit predictions about leader prefer-
ence; however, when combined with the social identity theory of leadership, it allows for novel
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hypotheses regarding leadership under uncertainty. Uncertainty—identity theory posits that feel-
ings of uncertainty related to one’s self-concept or identity are aversive. People are motivated
to minimize or reduce their feelings of self-related uncertainty. Self-categorization processes
provide an effective and efficient opportunity to reduce these feelings of uncertainty: joining
a group or identifying more strongly with a group. Recall that groups provide their members
with a social identity that conforms to the group’s prototype, and depersonalization occurs. This
self-categorization process reduces uncertainty by providing people with a clearly defined sense
of social identity that prescribes attitudes, opinions, behaviors, makes the world more predict-
able, and so forth.

The key tenets of this theory have received substantial empirical support in a wide range of
studies (see overviews in Hogg, 2007b, 2012). Studies have also shown that uncertainty moti-
vates group identification with low status groups (Reid & Hogg, 2005) and when accounting
for self-esteem as a possible explanation (Hogg & Svensson, 2009). While these studies demon-
strate people’s natural tendency to identify more strongly with a group when they felt highly
uncertain, they also demonstrate that not all groups are equally capable of reducing uncertainty.
People prefer highly entitative groups over less entitative groups. Entitativity refers to the fea-
tures of a group that make it a cohesive entity in the minds of others (Campbell, 1958), such as
sharing a common fate, exhibiting clearly defined group boundaries, unambiguous norms, and a
clear hierarchy. Indeed, Hogg, Sherman, Dierselhuis, Maitner, and Moffitt (2007) demonstrated
that highly distinctive groups (i.e., high entitiativity groups) better reduced the self-uncertainty
felt by their members than groups defined vaguely with ambiguous norms and unclear bounda-
ries (i.e., low entitativity groups). This preference for high entitiativity groups in times of uncer-
tainty can also motivate people to join or identify more strongly with polarized extremist groups
(Sherman, Hogg, & Maitner, 2009). These groups also suppress dissent and have clearly defined
power and leadership structures (e.g., Hogg, Meehan, & Faquharson, 2010; Rast et al., 2013).
Not surprisingly, these are all features that make non-prototypical, unexpected, and “nasty”
leaders more desirable in times of uncertainty.

Uncertainty and Leadership

When integrated, the social identity theory of leadership and uncertainty—identity theory pro-
vide clear predictions for leadership in times of uncertainty and crisis. Although still in its
infancy, research integrating these two perspectives has produced compelling evidence that
uncertainty impacts followers’ leader preference, as well as their thoughts, feelings, perceptions,
and evaluations of group leaders.

Drawing on the two theoretical frameworks, Pierro, Cicero, Bonaiuto, Van Knippenberg,
and Kruglanski (2007) hypothesized that feelings of uncertainty would strengthen the leader proto-
typicality advantage. That is, the more uncertainty a person feels, the more strongly they will
endorse a prototypical compared to a non-prototypical leader. However, rather than focusing on
uncertainty itself, they focused on uncertainty-related constructs such as need for closure—the
desire to reduce uncertainty and reach closure on judgments, decisions, and actions (Kruglanski &
Webster, 1996; Webster & Kruglanski, 1994)—job related stress, and role ambiguity. In an
organizational survey, they found that need for closure strengthened the leader prototypicality—
effectiveness relationship for established leaders, and this relationship was even stronger among
those who identified strongly (vs. weakly) with their organization (Pierro et al., 2007). They
found similar results in a separate series of organizational surveys examining job related stress and
role ambiguity (Cicero, Pierro, & Van Knippenberg, 2007, 2010): both job related stress and
role ambiguity strengthened the leader prototypicality—effectiveness relationship. These studies
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show that uncertainty-related constructs, such as need for closure and role ambiguity, strengthen
the relationship between leader prototypicality and eftectiveness or endorsement; thus, by impli-
cation, they indicate a motivation to reduce uncertainty.

Focusing explicitly on uncertainty, Rast, Hogg, and colleagues conducted multiple studies
focusing on the leader prototypicality—effectiveness relationship for potential leaders in times of’
uncertainty. Drawing on uncertainty—identity theory, they came up with a novel proposition:
uncertainty should weaken or negate the leader prototypicality advantage. Their findings have
supported this hypothesis across several studies using multiple methodologies and samples. For
instance, Rast, Gaffney, Hogg, and Crisp (2012; Study 1) found that, while prototypical leaders
were supported more than non-prototypical leaders, this effect disappeared when participants
felt highly uncertain when given only a single leader candidate to evaluate. That is, highly
uncertain participants were equally supportive of prototypical and non-prototypical leaders. As
uncertainty decreased so did their support for non-prototypical leaders. In a follow-up study
(Rast et al., 2012; Study 2) a within-subjects design was employed so that participants could
simultaneously evaluate a prototypical and non-prototypical, rather than a single, leader. In this
case, their general hypothesis was still supported. Participants still preferred a prototypical leader,
but their support for a non-prototypical leader significantly increased when participants felt
more uncertain. Based on these findings, Rast and colleagues posited that followers have a need
for leadership per se in times of uncertainty. When people feel uncertain, they simply look for
the leader who best represents the group (and thus their social identity). If a single leader is avail-
able, then it does not matter how prototypical this leader is perceived to be. All that seems to
matter is that the leader provides the desired identity-function necessary in times of uncertainty,
thus supporting uncertainty—identity theory.

More recently, Rast, Hogg, and Tomory (2015) not only replicated their earlier findings,
but also extended them by identifying a potential responsible psychological process. They rea-
soned that uncertainty might influence people’s cognitive processing capacity, which in turn
moderates leader preference and evaluation. More specifically, they argued that uncertainty
is a cognitive demand (e.g., Proulx & Inzlicht, 2012) that people will respond to difterently
based on their motivation to process information. Need for cognition is one such motivation
to process information. People high in need for cognition enjoy expending cognitive effort to
process information and critically examine items, whereas people low in need for cognition
avoid expending cognitive resources to process information.

They argued low need for cognition would be expected to encourage greater automatic reli-
ance on how prototypical the leader is (cf. Pierro et al.’s 2005 finding), whereas high need for
cognition would encourage less automatic reliance on how prototypical the leader is, and more
careful, deliberative, and critical consideration of prototype-related information to ascertain
the group’s prototype (cf. Rast et al., 2012). This is precisely what they found. This indicates
that uncertainty impacts not only peoples’ capacity or motivation to process leadership-relevant
information, but also the manner in which they process this information (heuristically vs. cen-
trally). We will come back to this point later when we discuss the dark side of leadership.

Gender, Autocrats, and Uncertainty

Leadership preference in times of uncertainty has implications for the selection of women, minor-
ity group members, and even autocrats into leadership positions. An example of this is research
conducted by Ryan and Haslam (2005, 2007) on the glass-clift effect. The glass cliff refers to a
situation in which women are more likely to be selected for and appointed to precarious leader-
ship positions with a high chance of failure. There is growing evidence for the glass-cliff effect,
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exhibiting that these precarious leadership situations are associated with uncertainty, threat, and
crisis. Compared to men, women are more likely to be placed in leadership positions when
their organization experiences poor stock performance (Haslam, Ryan, Kulich, Trojanowski, &
Atkins, 2010), during times of crisis or uncertainty (Bruckmiiller & Branscombe, 2010), under
threat-evoking conditions (Brown, Diekman, & Schneider, 2011), and when gender stereotypic
beliefs are reinforced (e.g., Leicht, Crisp, & Randsley de Moura, 2014).

More important in relation to crisis and leadership is the research explaining why women
are perceived as being better suited than men for crisis leadership. It has long been estab-
lished that people associate leadership with men. This phenomenon is referred to as the “think
manager—think male” paradigm (Schein, 1973). Recently, a seminal meta-analysis by Koenig,
Eagly, Mitchell, and Ristikari (2011) confirmed that leadership stereotypes are masculine. In
times of uncertainty or crisis, however, this think manager—think male belief is overturned.
Instead, leadership stereotypes shift to “think crisis—think female” in times of uncertainty or
crisis (Ryan et al., 2011; Ryan, Haslam, & Kulich, 2010). This research indicates that feminine
traits and roles typically associated with women make them more desirable in times of uncer-
tainty or crisis (e.g., Gartzia, Ryan, Balluerka, & Aritzeta, 2012). There is another possible
explanation, however: in times of uncertainty, people have a need for leadership per se and
they are willing to endorse and be more supportive of non-prototypical (e.g., female) leaders.
Alternatively, Rast et al. (2013) demonstrated that uncertainty impacts perceptions of leader
prototypicality; it is possible that, in times of uncertainty, women are perceived as more group
prototypical compared to when uncertainty is lower or absent. These explanations, extrapolat-
ing from Rast and colleagues’ (2012, 2013, 2015) research has yet to be extended to gender,
diversity, and leadership.

The idea that uncertainty alters leadership perceptions and preference does not only have
implications for positive aspects of leadership, such as increasing the likelihood of females being
selected for leadership roles. This same logic can be extended to predict and explain the emer-
gence of the so-called “dark side of leadership” (Hogg, 2005; Rast, in press; Rast, Gaffney, &
Hogg, 2013). Recall that, in times of uncertainty, people look to their leaders to provide them
with a clearly articulated and unambiguous vision for their group’s future. And in times of
uncertainty people prefer highly entitative groups with well-defined group boundaries, hierar-
chy, and leadership structure.

Drawing on this rationale derived from the social identity theory of leadership and uncertainty—
identity theory, Rast et al. (2013) investigated followers’ preference for autocratic versus non-
autocratic leadership in times of uncertainty. In a survey of 215 organizational employees, their
hypotheses were supported: non-autocratic leaders were supported when employees felt less
uncertain, while autocratic leaders were preferred when employees felt more uncertain. But,
this effect was mediated by the leader’s perceived prototypicality. Non-autocratic leaders were
perceived as being more prototypical under low uncertainty, which resulted in greater support.
However, autocratic leadership was perceived as being more prototypical when uncertainty was
high, resulting in employees being more supportive of them. This finding has obvious implica-
tions for other leadership styles, such as charismatic or transformational leadership, which ought
to emerge or be more effective in times of uncertainty or crisis (Beyer & Browning, 1999;
Conger & Kanungo, 1987; Weber, 1947). This is an area ripe for future researchers to explore.

Intergroup Leadership

One of the most significant contemporary challenges facing leaders is how to manage inter-
group relations and conflict effectively. Many corporate and organizational environments
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require teams or departments to collaborate successtully, despite professional, cultural, ethnic,
educational, or status differences. For example, in a typical corporate environment, sales, mar-
keting, and engineering teams often “fight” with one another over each group’s importance
and resources within the larger organization, while simultaneously attempting to work together
toward a shared goal. This conflict occurs partly because groups provide their members with a
sense of identity that is almost always defined in contrast to other (out)groups (Tajtel & Turner,
1979)—how are “we” different from and thus better than “them”? It is precisely this identity
issue that makes effective intergroup leadership extremely difficult.

The consideration of intergroup leadership is new to the study and practice of leadership
(Pittinsky, 2009). Effective leadership often requires a leader to lead across deep, tension-fraught,
and potentially hostile divisions between self-contained groups that have distinct identities that
define their members. Hogg et al. (2012b; see also Hogg, 2015) argue that eftective intergroup
leadership hinges on successful construction of an infergroup relational identity. An intergroup
relational identity refers to how the cooperative and mutually promotive relationship between
subgroups or teams within a larger group or organization partially defines one’s self-concept.

At first blush, intergroup conflict might appear unrelated to organizational and social crisis
and uncertainty. However, many of the social and organizational changes and transformations
provided throughout this chapter occur in an intergroup context. A recent example is the 2014
referendum for Scottish independence. On September 18, 2014 Scottish voters voted in sup-
port of remaining in the United Kingdom. This was a historic vote. For most people, the results
of this voting should appear fair and just given it was a democratically held election with an
85 percent turnout rate, of which 55 percent voted against independence and 45 percent in
favour of independence. Indeed, even Alex Salmond, the Scottish First Minister, accepted the
results, calling them the “verdict of the people” and asked for “all Scots to follow suit in accept-
ing the democratic verdict of the people of Scotland” (Salmond, September 19, 2014).

Many would have suspected this vote would lead to feelings of harmony and one-ness among
Scotland, England, and Wales, who could work together to improve the United Kingdom.
Indeed, David Cameron urged British people to “unify” following the failed vote. However, the
results of the referendum actually appear to have resulted in a backlash, whereby the relationship
between Scottish people and those in England and Wales has become more tenuous as Scotland
fights for greater devolution of power. For instance, within 24 hours of voting to remain part of
the UK, more than 70,000 Scots signed a petition to hold another vote for Scottish independence
(Kinder, September 20, 2014). Some argued that English people as well as pro-independence
Scots committed voter fraud, and called for a neutral third-party to tally votes; while others
argued that the “No” voters were “tricked” into voting against Scottish independence and that
the BBC had run a campaign against independence as well (Salmond, September 19, 2014).

This raises an interesting question for British leaders: how can they resolve this conflict
before it turns into a major national crisis? This is not an abnormal leadership context, however.
Many organizational, societal, and group leaders find themselves caught in the crossfire of inter-
group relations. To make matters more difficult, leaders often shift back and forth from intra- to
intergroup leadership depending on context demands (Alabastro et al., 2013; Rast, Hackett,
Alabastro, & Hogg, in press).

Conclusion

Leadership is one of the most studied constructs in all of the social sciences. The vast majority
of leadership research focuses on transformation or charismatic leadership or leader-member
exchange theory and their correlates. However, surprisingly little research explores leadership
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in times of crises and uncertainty (Gardner, Lowe, Moss, Mahoney, & Cogliser, 2010). This is
perplexing, because several popular leadership theories, including charismatic leadership theory
(e.g., Conger & Kanungo, 1987) argue that uncertainty or crisis strengthens the effect of par-
ticular leadership styles, behaviors, or context. This is important because, as we noted earlier,
we live in a time rife with uncertainties. And people look to their group leaders to resolve these
uncertainties.

In this chapter, we drew on the social identity theory of leadership (Hogg, 2001) and
uncertainty—identity theory (Hogg, 2007b) to describe and explain how uncertainty and crises
impact leader perceptions, preference, and effectiveness. We argue that identity management
is a key leadership function due to social identity processes. That is, people derive a sense of
self and identity from their group membership, and in doing so look to their leaders to define
their group’s identity and prototype. This is especially true when people experience self-related
uncertainties and crises. Followers look to their leaders to reduce these feelings of identity-
uncertainty. Leaders who are directive, providing a clear vision of the group’s future, are par-
ticularly well suited and effective at reducing these identity-uncertainties (e.g., Rast, Hogg, &
Giessner, 2013).

Identity—uncertainty can also overturn people’s typical leader preferences. In times of
uncertainty or crisis, followers are also more willing to endorse or support what we refer to as
“unexpected leaders” such as women, minorities, non-prototypical group members, deviants,
or autocrats. For example, Rast and colleagues (Rast et al., 2012, 2015) integrated social iden-
tity theory of leadership and uncertainty—identity theory to creatively predict that uncertainty
would weaken or negate the leader prototypicality advantage. In this research, they showed
prototypical leaders receive more support than non-prototypical leader when uncertainty is low;
however, as uncertainty increases so does support for non-prototypical leaders. Uncertainty
does not seem to impact preference for a prototypical leader, but it strengthens preference for
non-prototypical leadership. This research also has implications for the emergence of “unex-
pected” leaders (e.g., the glass-clift effect, the dark side of leadership). An area ripe for future
research is how non-prototypical leaders can capitalize on their followers” uncertainty to incite
social or organizational change. Another potential area for exploration revolves around how
leaders can use their rhetoric to evoke feelings of uncertainty to their advantage—something
successful politicians and business leaders seem particularly astute at doing.

Although not a direct examination of uncertainty and prototypical leadership, research on the
glass—cliff effect (Ryan & Haslam, 2007) demonstrates the applied potential of the social identity
theory of leadership, and to a lesser extent uncertainty—identity theory. In a situation in which
the group experiences a crisis or uncertainty, making leadership success improbable, and thus the
leader is likely to fail, support for a non-prototypical (i.e., female) leader increases. That is, failure
can be blamed on the leader’s poor fit, lack of leader-stereotypic features, etc., rather than on the
group’s attributes. In this case, the ramifications for blaming the leader can actually make it more
difficult for women to be placed in future leadership positions. For example, blaming the fail-
ure on a woman because she did not posses the necessary masculine stereotypes associated with
successful leaders can result in further negative bias over selecting a female leader in the future.

Finally, an extremely new area of research from the social identity perspective is on theory of
intergroup leadership (Hogg et al., 2012b). Leading in an intergroup context is a normal leader-
ship situation, yet it is rarely discussed. How do leaders achieve effective collaboration and com-
munication between groups who do not get along well or where conflict between them is high
(e.g., Israelis and Palestinians, or Welsh, Scottish, and English people, or doctors and nurses)?
While these intergroup relationships do not necessarily entail leading in a crisis or uncertainty,
the relationship between groups can become extremely contentious during uncertainty or times
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of crisis (e.g., US presidential election), or the uncertainty or crisis can result from the conflict
itself (e.g., Israelis and Palestinians). We have shown how delicate and difficult a leadership
situation can be in an intergroup context, particularly in times of intergroup hostility (e.g.,
Alabastro et al., 2013; Hohman, Hogg, & Bligh, 2010; Rast et al., in press). We argue that effec-
tive intergroup leadership hinges on successful construction of an intergroup relational identity. An
intergroup relational identity refers to how the cooperative and mutually promotive relation-
ship between subgroups or teams within a larger group or organization partially defines one’s
self-concept. We are currently conducting multiple studies to test this hypothesis, and we have
initial support for it (Rast, 2013; Rast, Van Knippenberg, & Hogg, 2014).

We believe the social identity theory of leadership provides enormous potential to better
understand leadership as a group process, leadership between groups, the identity-function of
leadership, and, particularly relevant to this book, leadership in times of uncertainty or crisis.
The social identity theory of leadership is still in its infancy compared to mainstream leader-
ship perspectives such as transformational or charismatic leadership (Bass, 1985), contingency
theories of leadership (Fiedler, 1964), or leader-member exchange theory (Graen & Uhl-Bien,
1995), yet it has received incredibly reliable and robust support (Hogg et al., 2012a; see also
Hogg, 2010). This area of research is ripe for examining boundary conditions for this hypothesis
to identify the context in which the leader prototypicality advantage is weakened. In doing so,
the social identity theory of leadership revived social psychological research on leaders by con-
necting it to social influence, social cognition, and group processes. As described in this chapter,
there are a number of exciting new developments that will continue to fuel research into the
future and further help us understand leadership in times of uncertainty and crisis.
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Part Il
Studying Leadership

Introduction

We saw in Part I of this Companion that writers in the field of leadership have different views
about the meaning of leadership and its significance for organizations and societies. This section
presents various approaches to the study of leadership in organizations. Each of the chapters
provides in its own way a critical assessment of the scholarship in leadership studies and makes
suggestions to push forward the boundaries of the field. By reading these different contributions,
we get the sense that the community of researchers in the field feels a need to revitalize the study
of leadership. They suggest doing so by proposing new theoretical frames and methodologies
and by questioning some fundamental assumptions that have guided inquiry in the field.

Two of the chapters (Alvesson, and Taylor and Ford) take a definitive critical stance on lead-
ership studies. According to the authors, leadership appears to be a concept highly contaminated
by the ideology of managerialism. Leadership studies are at risk of reproducing a hierarchical
order in organizations that goes against the interests of more disempowered actors. In addition,
the fact that leadership is commonly understood as a relation between leaders and followers
limits the ability of researchers to develop a more complex and productive view of relational-
ity in organizations. They suggest that researchers should pay more attention to the variety of
leadership situations in organizations and to the process of co-construction of leadership. From
a critical standpoint, they also underlined that power is key to understanding the manifestation
and consequences of leadership for individuals and organizations. Research appears to be an
important resource to challenge conventional views of leadership.

The chapter by Carroll and Firth provides an in-depth exploration of the relationship
between power and leadership. To do this, they used three metaphors of power in organiza-
tions: power as causality, power as mandate, and power as micro-interaction. They then engage
in a dialogue between these metaphors and three theories of leadership: transformative, adaptive
and process theories. Overall, this chapter underlines the centrality of power in the constitu-
tion of leadership phenomena in organizations and provides a language to go beyond simplistic
assumptions about these two concepts. They also note that multiple definition of power makes
any univocal statement about the relationship between this concept and leadership difficult.

In her chapter, Rybnikova provides an overview of the contribution of psychoanalytical
approaches to the study of leadership. Psychoanalytical approaches to leadership have often been
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identified with the study of leadership pathologies. The author shows how this approach can also
provide a solid basis for looking at the emergence of the leader—follower dynamic and the instan-
tiation of leadership in interaction. Despite the richness of this perspective, she suggests that the
normative underpinning of psychoanalysis limits its popularity in the field of leadership studies.

In his chapter, Gronn reviews various representations of leadership, from a stand-alone
approach to a more collective one. He suggests that the field of leadership studies is at risk of’
moving from one extreme to the other and of neglecting the importance of individuals in shap-
ing organizational leadership. He proposes instead to take an alternative approach to the individ-
ual and collective perspective by looking at leadership configurations. Leadership configurations
recognize the co-existence of individuality and collectivism in organizational leadership.

Uhl-Bien and Carsten take a provocative view of the classic distinction between leaders and
followers in leadership studies. They suggest looking at leadership as a co-construction between
these two sides of the equation. Contexts influence the ways and possibilities that a co-construction
of leadership will take place. Innovative followership theories offer a sophisticated view of leader-
ship and open up rich avenues for research. They suggest that such contexts as virtual networks
and social media provide opportunities to rethink the leader—follower dynamic.

Bynander and ‘t Hart make a careful assessment of major works on leadership succession in poli-
tics and business and look at the convergence and divergence within these two distinct contexts.
They underline the importance of cross-sectoral research (politics, business) to move forward the
field of leadership studies. In their analysis, corporate sector and political life appear, at least in the
case of leadership succession, more similar than anticipated. Among other considerations, they bring
upfront the issue of accountability and its influence on the succession of leaders. This chapter, as with
others in this section, shows the importance of relating the manifestation of leadership to context.

Finally, the chapter by Larsson provides an in-depth analysis of the instantiation of leadership
in interactions. It illustrates the potential of a practice turn for leadership studies as observed
in many others sectors of contemporary studies of organizations. More precisely, the author
assesses the contribution of three approaches to the study of leadership as practice: leadership as
enactment of a formal role, construction of leader identities in interaction, and accomplishment
of influence in interaction. It also explores, through various examples of research in the field,
the methodological implications of these various approaches.

This second part of the handbook covers a lot of ground. It is populated by a variety of theo-
retical prisms and methodological postures. It definitively shows that the field of leadership studies
is in a period of critical assessment and scrutiny. It is also a vigorous field of study with continu-
ously moving boundaries. This more reflexive stance within the field of leadership studies takes
a diversity of forms. New research trajectories can develop by considering the contribution of
alternate theoretical frames such as CMS. Comparative work across sectors is also an occasion to
benefit from the diversity of contexts and disciplines. Comparative works have their own chal-
lenges and imply working in teams of researchers that originate from different disciplines and
sectors. In the end, as in any field of research, theoretical frames and methodological approaches
nurture each other and provide a fertile ground from which to generate innovative insights. As
we saw, an old concept such as the duality between leaders and followers can also be revisited
and reconceptualizes to explore new organizational or social realities. Overall, taking note of the
diversity of perspectives found through these chapters, a set of key sensitizing concepts seems to
permeate contemporary studies of leadership. To name a few, concepts of identity, power, enact-
ment, practice, and interaction come across in these various chapters and perspectives. The field
of leadership studies appears a la fois multi-vocal but sharing an interest in a limited set of core
concepts that appear promising for the renewal of the field. It is our task now to use this plurality
of perspectives and core sensitizing concepts to make a difference in leadership studies.
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Studying Leadership

Taking Meaning, Relationality and
ldeology Seriously

Mats Alvesson

Introduction

There are many different views and definitions of leadership (Barker 1997; Palmer and Hardy
2000). Often there is no definition or even hint of what is meant by leadership — the signifier
appears to indicate what CEOs, other senior or even low-level managers (loosely referred to as
‘leaders’) do. This indicates that the subject matter — if we can see leadership as a specific phe-
nomena or theme for study and not a signifier covering up a wide set of different phenomena
falsely unified by the label — is elusive, complex and vague. This is broadly acknowledged, but
hardly taken seriously, by most of the researchers in the area(s), typically addressing leader-
ship as if it were a thing. It is too often assumed that instruments for measurement — typically
a questionnaire, sometimes an interview — can cut through ambiguity and capture leadership.
Research on leadership has been strongly dominated by positivistic/neo-positivistic assump-
tions, together with an emphasis on rules and procedures for the securing of objectivity in
research practice and results (Antonakis ef al. 2004b; Mumford et al. 2009; Kroeck et al. 2004).
The research ideal is that, through careful measurement and research programs, theories will be
verified and reliable knowledge established. The belief is in accumulation. Good new studies
add positively to earlier ones. Thousands of studies have been conducted on leadership. But
how well do these manage to throw light on the subject matter?

Despite much diversity in the definitions of leadership, there is a loose consensus that lead-
ership is about a relation and a set of interactions involving people in an asymmetrical relation
in a social (organizational) context, where, although there is mutual influencing one part (‘the
leader’) is supposed to have a more far-reaching and goal-directed impact than others (the ‘fol-
lowers’) (Antonakis et al. 2004a; Fiedler 1996; Yukl 1989). But one can raise questions about
how well leadership has been studied by the dominating forms of research. Arguably, study-
ing a relation and interactions calls for careful observations and/or empirical material from
the various parties involved, primarily the manager and the subordinates, in order to be able
to address the relationship. Otherwise the understanding produced appears highly partial and
unreliable, as if one could understand a marriage or parenting solely through asking only one
of the spouses or only the parent or the child. Studying leadership also calls for getting to the
core phenomenon one is interested in understanding. This includes the experience and meaning
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of the manager/subordinate relation. A leadership influence process is not a mechanical opera-
tion or a matter of simple stimulus—response, but involves interpretation and understanding.
Is this relation about leadership or something else? And if the former, in what way? Here it is
vital to go beyond the surface (unless one focuses on discourse, i.e. language use) and try to
access aspects of reality and ways of relating beyond superficial responses (X-filling behaviours
on questionnaires or interview talk taken at face value). There is no reason to assume that
responses to questions simply reflect behaviours, experiences or cognitions. All studies risk cap-
turing mainly norms for producing socially acceptable responses and/or folk theories (Alvesson
2011; Silverman 2006). Whether a questionnaire or an interview says more about cultural
norms and beliefs, e.g. that good things go hand in hand and something that we dislike leads
to something else dislikeable, than about some ‘underlying’ reality is often an open question,
not seriously addressed in most leadership studies. This leads to a need to consider source critique
(Alvesson and Skoldberg 2009). How can we assess the value of data generated? What do they
really tell us? What — apart from perception of reality or subjective states — may inform how
subjects deliver ‘data’? Implicit leadership theories have been addressed in the method literature
(Bryman 2011) but there are many other complications. A key problem here, but also a gen-
eral one for the study of leadership, is the issue of ideology, i.e. idealizing (or demonizing) ideas,
naturalizing or legitimizing a particular order (or radical change of order), supporting sectional
interests. There is often a strong value bias in talk about leadership; it is difficult to get a good
description and sound judgement of something as vague and positively loaded as leadership.
The ideology problem needs to be handled in empirical work, as well as how the researcher
relates to the subject matter. There is a risk that leadership studies (LS) are more about (naive)
ideology (re)production than well-informed knowledge development of the subject matters
addressed (Alvesson and Kirreman 2016).

The overall aim of this chapter is to contribute to more reflexive research on leadership, sup-
porting more care in the study of leadership in terms of relationality, meaning, one-source
bias and dealing with ideological one-sidedness. These key methodological themes were not
addressed that much in the literature on leadership research methods (e.g. not addressed more
than marginally in overviews of methodology in LS by Antonakis ef al. 2004b; Bryman 2011;
Mumford et al. 2009). Reflexivity concerns critical thinking about assumptions, vocabular-
ies and the researchers’ subjective and collective (paradigm-driven) worldview governing the
process, producing research results bearing strong imprints of textual conventions, fashions and
socio-political interests (including commitment to one’s research tribe) (Alvesson et al. 2008,
2017). Reflexivity means some challenging of assumptions dominating concerns about method
(Alvesson and Sandberg 2011), for example, that the leader—follower distinction and catego-
ries can be taken for granted, that leadership is sufficiently tangible that it can be measured or
that subjects can simply report ‘leadership’ in a direct way. A purpose of this chapter is thus to
suggest an alternative methodological framework, based on:

e  careful construction of the relationship involved in manager—subordinate constellations,
possibly involving (being productively seen in terms of) leadership;

e focused work unpacking the specific meanings of acts and relations of leadership;

e  using source-critique to access broader and richer views of the relation; and

e  counter ideology (re-)production in leadership studies.

I should add that this chapter addresses methodology not primarily as mode of data collection
or technique, but in the sense of research principles, including the consideration of assump-

tions and conceptualizations of the phenomena guiding research practices. Methodology is then
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connected to ideas and guidelines for how to approach, think about and interpret (complex)
phenomena (Alvesson and Skoldberg 2009).

I will start by discussing key elements in leadership as broadly defined and emphasize the
need to avoid conflating different elements or aspects. The leader—follower categories and dis-
tinctions are critically discussed. I then address the issue of meaning, one-source studies and
ideology. I show how empirical studies rely on tautologies and halo effects and may reflect
language conventions and respondent bias for how ‘good’ leadership is connected to ‘good’
results rather than saying that much about reality ‘out there’. I then argue that sound leadership
research needs to take these issues seriously in theory development and empirical studies, which
tend to imply a downgrading of dominating ideals associated with relying on procedures, codifi-
cation and easy handling of large sets of data (‘data dredging’), for many seen as the very essence
of (good) research (Antonakis ef al. 2004a; Mumford ef al. 2009; Glaser and Strauss 1967; Strauss
and Corbin 1994).

Leadership Is a Process and Relationship

The views and definitions of leadership are endless. Various review authors divide up the field
in different, more or less arbitrarily produced, ways. Some overviews see traits, information pro-
cessing, situational—contingency theory and transformational leadership as the four ‘big’ schools
(Antonakis et al. 2004¢). Others find that too narrow, and an overemphasis on similar types of
schools. Fairhurst (2007) talks about business, academic psychology and discourse views. In their
handbook, Bryman et al. (2011) structure the field into macro and sociological perspectives, politi-
cal and philosophical perspectives, psychological perspectives and emergent perspectives. Bolden
et al. (2011) divide the field up into individual, organizational and societal perspectives. Alvesson
and Spicer (2012) draw upon Habermas’s (1972) idea of knowledge-constitutive interests and refer
to functional, interpretive and critical approaches. The major approaches to leadership addressed
by the first-mentioned review authors belong to what Fairhurst and Bryman ef al. refer to as psy-
chology, Bolden ef al. as an individual perspective and Alvesson and Spicer as functionalism.

Groupings may sometimes appear easy, e.g. there is something called ‘transformational leader-
ship” and a number of studies can be plugged into the same camp, but any close look indicates
the variety and ambiguity camouflaged by the label (as with most labels used for mapping). Just
take the issue of how transformational leadership (TFL) relates to charisma according to vari-
ous authors: transformational and charismatic leadership are seen by various authors as similar/
overlapping (Sashkin 2004), as siblings (Jackson and Parry 2008) or as quite difterent (Yukl 1999).
What a specific grouping includes varies a good deal. There are revisions of TFL ‘to include
almost any type of effective leadership, regardless of the underlying influence processes’ (Yukl
1999: 299). Whether TFL is a theory or direction or just a label for diverse approaches is thus not a
straightforward issue. I have two points here: one is that it is important not to take categorizations
and ordering conventions for granted, but to carefully reflect upon these and how we impose lines
to divide up (and separate) ideas, discourses and communities (Locke and Golden-Biddle 1997).
The other is that the value of efforts to sort fields through literature reviews is doubtful.

I will refrain from adding to the numerous reviews and concentrate this chapter on what
appears to be broadly shared in the field. Most definitions of leadership include leaders doing
something and followers responding to that, thereby shaping some form of influencing process.
According to Antonakis and colleagues:

Most leadership scholars would agree, in principle, that leadership can be defined as the
nature of the influencing process — and its resultant outcomes — that occurs between a
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leader and followers and how this influencing process is explained by the leaders’ dispo-
sitional characteristics and behaviours, follower perceptions and attributions of the leader,
and the context in which the influencing process occurs.

(2004a: 5)

The ‘influencing process’ as well as something that ‘occurs between’ is thus central. The rela-
tional aspect is underscored by Fiedler (1996), claiming that:

The most important lesson we have learned over the past 40 years is probably that the lead-
ership of groups and organizations is a highly complex interaction between an individual
and the social and task environment.

(1996: 242)

Realizing that ‘most’ is not all, these statements still capture a sufficient point of departure and
focus for this chapter. The descriptor ‘most’, when used in such a huge and diverse and messy
area, is sufficient. This means that some concerns or very radical challenges coming from, e.g.
critical theory (Alvesson and Spicer 2014; Collinson 2014) or discourse studies (Fairthurst 2007),
are not seriously addressed here. It accepts some of the basic ambitions of ‘most’ leadership studies,
as stated by Antonakis ef al. and Fiedler above, but then looks seriously at some methodological
implications and is, as a consequence, highly critical of how LS is typically conducted, both in
quantitative studies and a lot of qualitative work.

The citations above would imply a strong interest in both what the leader brings in and does
and how followers perceive and attribute meaning to (reason about) these inputs and acts. One
may assume, as Antonakis ef al. appear to do, that all this forms a coherent whole, i.e. ‘the influ-
encing process’. But one could equally well assume the opposite: that the elements mentioned
diverge, dispositions do not necessarily influence behaviour that strongly, attributions may not
be triggered closely by the behaviour as intended by the manager, etc. These elements are often
conflated in leadership research and seldom targeted for careful scrutiny. A problem here is the
typical assumption about the active leader and the passive followers, in which the superiority
and strength of the former would lead to alignment of meaning and a coherent influencing
process. The act and the outcome should, however, not be seen as more or less by definition
the same. An effort to influence does not necessarily lead to an aimed-for outcome. So when
leadership — or, and perhaps often better (less mystifying), influencing — is in focus, the inten-
tion, the act and the outcome are often coupled and placed in the same box. As Sandelands and
Drazin (1989) pointed out, this kind of reasoning is common in organization studies. So is also
the case with, for example, research on transformational leadership, making the behaviour and
the outcome impossible to separate (Yukl 1999). Transformation as intent and outcome may
be two very different issues (Nye 2013). This encourages research with a tendency to produce
built-in results and an insensitivity to process and relational issues, i.e. the (only) elements in
leadership broadly seen as central. It is important to open up and study what is happening —
and not over-pack leadership with a set of possibly quite diverse elements, from intentions to
behaviour and to responses and feedback. Here it is important to consider the possibility of
discrepancy in the views between the parties involved.

Problematizing the Leader-Follower Categorization

Leadership researchers divide up the world into leaders and followers. This division is seldom
discussed, apart from the issue of managers/management vs leaders/leadership (e.g. Zaleznik
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1977; Hunt 2004). Typically people in a managerial position are targeted for study, either
directly or through subordinates being asked to answer a questionnaire or provide interview
responses about the leadership of their manager. Some recent work on shared or distributed
leadership broadens the spectrum of those leading and loosens the leader—follower distinction
(Gronn 2002; Pearce and Conger 2003), although it sometimes seems to be more about team-
work or peer collaboration than something that benefits from being labelled ‘leadership’, and
it falls outside the scope of this chapter to discuss this in any depth. Work on the dialectics of
leadership upgrades the role of followers and draws attention to ‘the complex, interactional
relationship between leaders and followers’ (Collinson 2005: 1425) or talks about leadership as
a more relational process (Fletcher and Kiufer 2003; Uhl-Bien 2006: 662). All this highlights
the need to look at relations, interactions and the mutuality of influencing in what may (or may
not) be seen as the leader—follower dyad and also to go beyond that level and consider systemic
aspects (Fairhurst 2001; Kiipers and Weibler 2008). But it is rare in studies seriously investigat-
ing the views of both the manager and the subordinates as parts of the same leadership relation.
Rather than taking the relational, and thus socially contingent, character of leadership seriously,
the vast majority of studies ‘are populated with assessments of various dimensions of leadership
by a single individual leader’ (Kroeck et al. 2004: 93).

But before one uses the categories as the central ones in analysis and research result deliv-
ery, irrespective of whether these are bound to formal roles and stable positions or not, it is
necessary to investigate the nature of the relationship. Occasionally, LS consider the distinc-
tion between managers and leaders (Zaleznik 1977; Hunt 2004; Nichols 1987; Palmer and
Hardy 2000). The distinction is problematic. It is regularly set up in such a way that we have
boring management and sexy leadership (Bolden ef al. 2011), with management as regulating
and maintaining the status quo, leadership as inspiring and dealing with change (e.g. Barker
1997). Mumford et al. (2009) discuss this theme, and claim that the issue of managers vs leaders
is something for studies to solve and, in the mean time, it is best or at least good enough to
capture (or at least label) those targeted as ‘leaders’ doing leadership (‘to approach leadership
broadly’, p. 123). It appears increasingly common to neglect any distinction between managers
and leaders and favour the use of the second, more sexy or ‘grandiose’ term. There are two
fundamental problems here. One is that those involved may not see each other as leader and
follower — often people in formally subordinate positions may not define their formal superior
as a ‘leader’ (in a distinct sense) and do not see themselves as ‘followers’. Second, irrespective
of the views of those involved, a careful investigation of a relation would lead the researcher,
given a specific theoretical idea of what leadership is, to the conclusion that this is badly cap-
tured in terms of leader and follower. If so, these labels may be misleading. A study of formal
subordinates showed a limited interest in being led and a disinclination to view themselves as
followers in need of much leadership (Blom and Alvesson 2014).

It is not necessarily the case either that the labels ‘manager’ and ‘subordinate’ are relevant to
sensitively capturing the phenomena under study. In contemporary organizations — involving
hybrid ingredients, temporary arrangements, project as well as line managers — that deviate from
bureaucratic models of a single and stable line of command, both leader—follower and manager—
subordinate distinctions may be misleading or at least so crude and clumsy that they work
against a sensitive understanding of relations. And even when there is some kind of superior—
subordinate relationship associated with a formal hierarchy, talk about leader—follower may still
not give a good representation of the object of study. Relations may be collegial, an informal
authority base may be stronger than a managerial one, there may be several authority bases,
making more than one person appearing as a possible ‘non-formal’ leader etc. The appropriate-
ness of leader—follower categories and distinctions cannot be established a priori. The relevance
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and descriptive value of these in individual cases need to be carefully assessed (Alvesson ef al.
2017). This is very seldom done. Methodologically, researchers find some managers or some
people addressed as subordinates/followers and then these are expected to reply on issues related
to the manager’s leadership (of these people). There is seldom a question of the type ‘do you
find the terms leader—follower and leadership a precise, broadly reasonable, problematic or
misleading way of describing the relationship between you and your formal superior?” Whether
people divide up their organizational realities into leaders and followers and/or whether this is
a superior way of representing and theorizing relations at work should be seen as a partial and
interesting research result, not an unproblematic and robust point of departure. Actually, one
could put dominant assumptions and reasoning upside down and say that if and when it can be
demonstrated that people have placed themselves in a clear follower position and expect to be
led by a leader, this is an interesting phenomenon calling for explanation. How is it that people
emphasize followership to ‘the leader’ and thus to a significant degree refrain from autonomy and
professionalism and relying on peers and other sources — of which one could be the manager —
for support, problem-solving, value clarification, mutual adjustment, etc.?

Rigorous research needs to carefully investigate if and when leadership — defined in a specific
way — and leader—follower is actually a good way to describe a phenomenon. Without careful
work demonstrating this existence and significance, LS becomes mainly an expression of the
ideological belief that there are two kinds of people: leaders and followers. That there are, on
paper, managers and their subordinates, expected to follow the employment contracts and verti-
cal division of labour, does not mean that there are good reasons to categorize people as leaders
or followers. I come back to the issue of ideology below.

The Neglect or Superficiality of Issues of Meaning

Acknowledging that the intention and behaviour of the manager is not necessarily followed by
a predictable or expected perception and response from the subordinate leads to an interest in
the possible variety and ambiguity of meaning. Many students of leadership view the key quality
as management of meaning (Smircich and Morgan 1982; Ladkin 2010), but approaches that are
less finely tuned to meaning also need to take the meaning aspect seriously. Even issues (seem-
ingly) ‘low’ on meaning, such as those typically addressed by questionnaire researchers and other
‘non-interpretivists’, e.g. ‘initiating structure’/’providing direction’ questions, include a mean-
ing element, making the counting of responses often problematic. Rather than rely strongly
on the adding of standardized questions in order to come up with a single measurement of the
aspect of leadership of interest (as if this would be an objective phenomenon) we need to pay
careful attention to how people involved understand and relate to a relationship and a situation.
The issue of the precise meaning of elements in the influencing process is vital here. Without
some convergence and depth in meaning of those involved in terms of what the behaviour of
the manager stands for, one may doubt whether this is an influence process that could or should
be labelled leadership. (Is it leadership if a manager tries to give an inspiring vision talk, but the
subordinates yawn or tell jokes about it afterwards?) What goes on may be seen differently by
the people involved. Take typical examples of leadership such as ‘consideration’ or ‘initiating
structure’ as styles or sets of actions. These are typically treated as objective, measurable phenom-
ena in LS and it is assumed that the leader, the subordinates and the researcher all agree upon
the nature of these. But is a certain set of leader behaviour, perhaps intended to show concern,
necessarily perceived as such by subordinates? Or is a manager suggesting to the follower what
to do, interpreted as a concern only about the task and not about the people? Some people, par-
ticularly the young, inexperienced and uncertain, may interpret what for some perhaps appears
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to be about ‘initiating structure’ as an expression of consideration and strongly people-oriented
(helpful, supportive). The same managerial behaviour may be viewed as being about distrust
and control or as support and close contact. Whether I see my manager as concerned/helpful or
interfering/controlling may refer to the same behaviour and to corresponding/different inten-
tions by the manager. The distinction may also be inappropriate — often managers may not have
a clear intention of focusing on consideration (people) or initiating structure (task) and subordi-
nates may not read their behaviour as possible to plug into these categories, as a lot of manager/
subordinate talk or behaviour may not fit neatly into any of them.

Such complications are not discovered through studies that are thin or weak on ‘meaning
sensitivity’, which is the case with most questionnaire studies as well as qualitative research using
codification, as in grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss 1967), i.e. those that impose a standard
way of sorting data rather than interpreting and exploring the finer grades of empirical indica-
tions. Asking one party — the manager or the subordinate — about the issue at hand only through
fixed questions and giving space only for limited replies (and not allowing exploration of mean-
ing) risks providing a thin and poor understanding of leadership, e.g. as an influence process
within an asymmetrical relation.

Generally there is in LS a preference for approaches — experiments, questionnaires, and
codification-oriented qualitative work such as grounded theory — that neglect the complex-
ity of meaning. (Exceptions are a limited number of specifically meaning-focused studies, e.g.
Smircich and Morgan 1982; Ladkin 2010; Sandberg and Targama 2007.) The predominant
way of studying leadership is through the use of questionnaires (Bryman 2011; Mumford ef al.
2009). Advocates believe that ‘questionnaires have long demonstrated their usefulness, validity
and reliability in the measurement of leadership’ (Kroeck et al. 2004: 85). Sometimes one even
gets the impression that leadership ‘as such’ — practices, interactions, relations — is of less interest
to researchers than questionnaire-filling behaviour.

Responses to abstract formulations in questionnaires are usually remotely distanced from
the actions, events, feelings, relations, articulations of opinions, etc. emerging in everyday life
situations. That a person is asked to put an X in a particular response option from among the
five or so possibilities in a questionnaire may say rather little of what or how that person feels
or thinks or behaves in the various situations he or she encounters, which the questionnaire
tries to reflect. Let us take the example of efforts to measure ‘emotional intelligence’ (EI).
This is investigated through asking people to respond to items such as ‘I really understand
what I feel’ and ‘T can always calm down when I am very angry’ (emotional intelligence test,
referred to in Lindebaum and Cartwright (2010)). These questions are extremely ambiguous,
and what a possible answer implies is impossible to tell: presumably it is good to agree with
the formulations, but this may instead indicate poor self~understanding. Or if a person says
that ‘I don’t really understand what I feel’, is this a sign of low EI or the opposite: an insight
acknowledging the complexity of feelings? If a person can always become calm after becom-
ing very angry, is this a proof of ability to regulate emotion or the opposite: getting very angry
about something that turns out to be easy to calm down about may indicate a bad temper and
thus an inability to regulate emotions.

The point here is not mainly to argue against questionnaires (or other quantitative methods),
although I think it is doubtful if we can use them as the only or principal method in a study
of leadership. Also much qualitative work, in particular highly structured interview studies or
research relying only on observations, is problematic. This point goes directly against many
definitions of ‘proper science’, emphasizing the standardization of data for comparison, aggre-
gation and ‘objective’ handling, cleansed of too much judgement and interpretation, which
is viewed as involving risky subjectivity (e.g. Antonakis et al. 2004b; Mumford et al. 2009).
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Interpretation is, however, key to addressing meaning (Alvesson and Skoldberg 2009). We need
to acknowledge and address the complexity and uncertainty of meaning, not avoid it through
data management procedures. which may obscure access to important ambiguities. The key
issues around leadership need to be opened up to systematic consideration, critical scrutiny and
reflection. We should here add that an interest in meaning does not necessarily mean the focus
of one, unitary, underlying meaning — meanings may be multiple, situational, inconsistent and
processual, as indicated by poststructuralist methods. While ‘strong’ versions of poststructural-
ism are into deconstruction and avoid talking about meaning, moderate versions may consider
‘unstable’, processual meanings (Alvesson 2002).

There are two key issues here: one is the meaning of the elements in the leadership process (if
and when it makes sense to talk about such), as addressed above. Another regards meaning in the
methodological context and includes the kinds of questions subjects can really answer and the
logic behind their responses. As Bryman (2011) notes, observation of the subject matter appears
to be a good method, but the problem is that, as leadership potentially includes everything, it
is very difticult to know what to observe and the meaning of a certain observable behaviour or
verbal interaction (see also Lundholm 2011). The ambiguity and complexity of leadership means
that it is often very difficult to know what a specific interaction actually means or assess whether
it is vital or not. This is also a great problem for research subjects; it may be almost impossible
for people by putting Xs on some items or through interview talk to produce and package clear
information about the leadership. But response alternatives such as ‘I don’t really know’ or ‘this
is so complex and ambiguous that I can’t really communicate this in a questionnaire or in a brief’
interview’ are seldom presented to the respondent as legitimate options. Also, in interviews,
respondents are expected to ‘know’ and be able and willing to tell. But what the responses
indicate is often highly uncertain and may not reflect ‘objective reality’ or ‘subjective meaning’
as much as liking, social desirability, etc. (Bryman 2011; Mumford ef al. 2009). Alvesson (2011)
shows how interview responses may be influenced. They are not simply providing data indicat-
ing the core phenomena the researcher believes is under study, but are informed by eight other
‘response logics’, e.g. impression management, following a social script, political action and
identity work. Leadership talk often appears to reflect social norms for how people should feel
about leadership (Sveningsson and Alvesson 2016). ‘Data’ may be seen as uncertain representa-
tions of something, but intensive, rigorous interpretive work is needed before establishing what
the meaning and significance behind the Xs and words expressed in inquiries are.

Overreliance on One-Source Studies

Issues around the relational nature of leadership are theoretically complex and are addressed in
many different ways (Collinson 2005; Ladkin 2010). It is vital to study the perspectives of the
parties involved and go beyond one-source studies, i.e. only getting data from one party in the
leadership relationship. A relationship between a manager and the group of subordinates (subor-
dinates here is understood only in a very formal way, not necessarily saying anything about ‘real’
subordinacy or followership) cannot just be limited to the manager and group, but often also
involves a multitude of individuals, groups, networks and institutions acting on the ‘core unit’;
leadership may for example be an outcome of a dominant discourse or organizational culture
putting strong imprints on the manager and the group, but, for reasons of simplicity, I focus here
only on manager and subordinates, viewed as the potentially valuable informants about specific
cases of leadership relationship.

Many managers are probably inclined to respond to inquiries in such a way that they appear
as morally good and/or transformational, but what this actually says about their practices or how
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other people view them is uncertain. (High scores may indicate self-serving bias or impression
management, lower scores modesty.) Laurent (1978) observed that the managers he interviewed
claimed to involve their subordinates in change work, while the same managers said that their
own superiors did not. Bartolomé and Laurent (1986) asked superior and subordinate managers
to describe their expectations of each other and found that these ‘differed sharply’ (p. 79).

There is a large body of research on TFL and emotional intelligence relying on the same
sources and showing strong correlations. But when different sources (e.g. the manager and
someone else, such as a subordinate or the manager’s own superior) are used, the EI self-
ratings of the managers and the TFL ratings of other people (their managers or subordinates)
‘do not correlate significantly’ (Lindebaum and Cartwright 2010). Some leader—member
exchange researchers have investigated variations in perceptions of leader-member exchanges,
noting that ‘subordinate descriptions of the quality of leader—follower exchanges correlate
poorly with their supervisors’ descriptions of the same phenomenon’ (Zhou and Schriesheim
2010: 827; see also Cogliser ef al. 2009; Markham et al. 2010). It is obvious that managers and
subordinates do not necessarily see what goes on in ‘leadership’ in the same or even broadly
similar ways. This indicates that one cannot take one respondent’s questionnaire responses or
interview talk as sufficient data for studying leadership.

The majority of leadership research does not seem to take seriously the idea that there may
be considerable discrepancy between the manager and those supposed to follow in terms of their
view of leadership behaviour/acts and the relationship. This probably reflects the normative
ambition of most leadership research, where the aim is to say something about ideal situations,
often at the expense of realism and descriptive precision (Alvesson and Kirreman 2016).

Let me underscore the point on the diversity through connecting to the issue of meanings
addressed in the previous section. A common feature of leadership is the leader’s ‘genuine concern’
for the subordinates, briefly addressed above. To understand and assess this calls for careful inves-
tigating of the leader’s as well as the subordinate’s experiences. The leader may have or express
such a concern, but this does not guarantee that the subordinates respond in a predictable way. It
is here possible to imagine different responses. One is a clear and distinct deviation from the ideals
and intentions expressed, e.g. ‘no genuine concern for others at all’, but ‘genuine uninterest’ or
‘faked concern’, or that there is ‘genuine concern’ but a negative evaluation of this (dislike of the
concern). People with a high integrity or preference for autonomy may dislike the manager being
too concerned, as they may prefer to avoid inquiries about feelings, well-being, competence, etc.,
even if the inquiries are ‘genuine’. A problem here is that, as ‘genuine’ sounds good, it is difficult
to articulate negative or mixed feelings about this, in particular when filling in questionnaires or
responding to pre-structured interview questions. What is genuine and what is not may also be
very hard to tell — often the manager may have some instrumental motive, making the ‘genuine’
interest somewhat ambiguous. A shared assessment of leader and subordinate that the former
expresses a genuine concern may indicate that all is good, but if the subordinate does not appreci-
ate the concern, this is not so good. The point here is that we need to have a fairly rich view of
the meanings of those involved, from both sides. Studies should allow not only for a fixed meas-
urement of meaning, but provide space for those studied to express ambivalence and ambiguity.

Leadership as interaction and an influence process needs as a minimum to consider the
views of both interacting parties. Interactions typically involve a two-way influencing process.
‘Followers’ do not just follow (Collinson 2006). But, oddly, as Liden and Antonakis (2009)
observe, ‘research has just touched the surface regarding the many ways in which leaders and
followers influence each other’ (p. 1598), arguably a key element in the relationship. LS need
to address this in order to get a full rather than crippled view of the process/interaction and to
exercise source-control over the data material.
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Leadership as Ideology

Many leadership researchers strongly embrace the view that leadership is a positive force of
great significance. Mumford et al. (2009), for example, claim that ‘Clearly, leadership makes a
difference, a big difference, with respect to the nature of organizational behaviour and the per-
formance of organizations’ (p. 111). For people interested in LS, this may be seen as self-evident
and at present this kind of conviction seems to be in broad circulation. However, many influ-
ential management researchers have expressed strong doubt about the significance of leadership
(Drucker 1999; Mintzberg 2004; Pfeffer 1977). Many studies are flawed and the results are
unreliable (Van Knippenberg and Sitkin 2013). We should not be uncritically carried away by
the current strong fashionability of leadership and conflate popular beliefs with facts and intellec-
tual insight. Given that leadership is defined in an almost endless number of different ways — or
not at all — and that the only thing that people can agree upon is that leadership is about influ-
encing something (individuals, groups, behaviours, cultures, emotions . . .), it seems almost
impossible to make any definitive statements about its significance. If, then, leadership is defined
as somebody influencing, then of course Mumford ef al. are correct — who can object to influ-
encing making a difference, a big difference — but this is tautological and trivial. A meaningful
statement of leadership’s impact needs to be based on a specific (not all-embracing) concept of’
leadership and it cannot be assumed that this delimited phenomenon is so extremely significant.

LS is, however, rich in work based on such assumptions and correspondingly naive claims.
Transformational leadership, the most popular leadership theory during recent decades (Diaz-
Saens 2011), is often seen as being about how leadership accomplishes something really
extraordinary:

leaders transform followers. That is, followers are changed from being self-centered indi-
viduals to being committed members of a group.
(Sashkin 2004: 175)

As remarked by Spoelstra and ten Bos (2011), LS is full of beautiful images of the subject mat-
ter. That leadership studies, as is indeed also the case with management (and social science)
more generally, are not ideologically neutral is not an original point (Gemmill and Oakley
1992; Knights and Willmott 1992). As Trice and Beyer (1993), for example, have argued, the
‘persistence of widespread beliefs in leaders and leadership has ideological overtones’ (p. 254).

Social science involves studying value-laden phenomena of which the researcher is a part.
The idea of studying eftective leadership is hardly neutral. The ideological and political nature
of LS and the power effects of discourse must then be taken seriously (Alvesson and Kirreman
2016). Leadership research does not just mirror external realities, but creates ways of seeing and
valuing, normalizing subjects, supporting certain interests (normally those labelled ‘leaders” and
management education providers rather than other people) and has some impact on how lead-
ership behaviour is exercised — through publications and education. (For various views on this
matter, see Meindl (1995) and Foucault (1977, 1980)).

Large parts of leadership research have a political and ideological bias — the strengthening
of asymmetrical social relations, providing legitimacy to elites and institutions such as business
schools and other management education institutes. Leadership ideology naturalizes and rein-
forces the construction of social relations alongside a leader—follower dichotomy. It provides peo-
ple with reassuring promises of good, eftective leadership, taking care of all problems. Large parts
of LS are celebratory in nature. Many authors suggest that, if it is not good, it is not leadership,
marrying effectiveness and morality (e.g. Bass and Steidmeier 1999; Jackson and Parry 2008).
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Ideology produces consciousness, aspirations and an inclination to see and express coherence
and harmony. As such, it has a strong grip on large groups of leadership researchers, eager to
portray good leadership in pink and gold, where good things tend to go together (Spoelstra and
ten Bos 2011), which they of course in real life do not necessarily do (Grint 2010).

An ideology may have many effects: legitimation, portraying reality in a brighter light, insert-
ing hope, offering clues on what to strive for (Therborn 1980). It offers ‘identity material’ for
managers (and other leader-wannabes), and ofters templates for legitimation, in which the mun-
dane, instrumental and operative sides of managerial work are forgotten in favour of far more
impressive and ego- and status-boosting activities. Leadership discourse in this sense reduces
some of the strains and boredom of managerial work. Managers caught in administrative and
technical work in bureaucracies — where the deliveries and the maintenance of the corporate
machinery calls for a lot of their efforts to function — can frame, and fantasize about themselves,
their work and their contribution through the leadership discourse (Alvesson and Sveningsson
2003; Sveningsson and Larsson 2006). Leadership then fuels (and conceals) a form of escapism,
allowing a liberation from awareness of dominating practices, reality becomes bracketed — at
least now and then — and a more appealing construction of what and how one ‘really’ is, some-
where, sometimes, is nicely framed (Sveningsson and Alvesson 2016).

Ideology is not just an issue in terms of how researchers frame the subject matter but also
how respondents provide data. Leadership ideology exercises an impact on people in organiza-
tions, especially managers whose reports in interview and questionnaire studies may be based
on idealized notions of how reality should be, rather than more reflective representations of
practices and meanings (Alvesson and Sveningsson 2003; Holmberg and Tyrstrup 2010). When
asked about values, practices, motives, relations, etc., it is not unlikely that people express
themselves in other ways than how they tend to behave, think or feel in specific everyday work
situations. Many studies target managers on or after a training session, when they are probably
more affected by leadership ideals than they are otherwise.

The common target for the four aspects addressed is the dominant assumption that there is
a unitary, robust leadership phenomenon (behaviour, style, value set, a discourse, some stable
meanings) that it is possible to capture through one source of data deliverer (manager or sub-
ordinates), giving clear-cut answers (data) reflecting the phenomenon that can be studied in a
neutral, ideology-free way. The counter assumption is that these assumptions are potentially
misleading and the framework and methodology need to be theoretically and methodologically
open about this and include significant theoretically informed checking-points.

Illustrations

Let me point more specifically to how a set of research questions calls for careful consideration
in terms of the four methodological ideas discussed above. Mumford ef al. (2009) exemplify
how (good) science should look, by claiming that:

Differential quality of the relationship formed between leaders and followers is measured
through questions such as ‘Do you know where you stand with the leader?’, ‘Does the
leader understand your problem and needs?’

(2009: 112)

Here we find some basic problems indicated by the four themes above, i.e. when the ques-
tions (as Mumford ef al. seem to suggest) are distributed to a sample of people supposed to pro-

vide data on the ‘differential quality of the relationship formed between leaders and followers’.
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The first problem is on the nature of the relationship. It is taken for granted that there is a leader
and presumably that there is a specific one (and only one). (There may be a line manager, one or
more project managers, one or more informal authority persons complicating the picture, mak-
ing it difficult to know who is ‘the leader’ referred to.) It is also assumed that this person, where
the respondent stands with them and their understanding of problems and needs are of some or
even considerable relevance. All this needs to be critically explored and sorted out, before it may
be meaningful to ask the questions or the answers can be assessed. A second issue to be investi-
gated concerns meanings. What do the questions really mean and how can one, as a respondent,
interpret them? “Where do you stand with the leader’ in terms of what? Understanding of which
problems and needs? Is the criteria for ‘good’ or whatever a high degree of clarity and precision
and stability in terms of where the respondent stands with them? Does ‘understand’ refer to a
high level of personal knowledge based on information about technical skills and work situation
or rather empathy and psychotherapeutical understanding? Lack of knowledge and understanding
may be related to a dynamic, shifting and ambiguous context and the manager and the respondent
being new on the job or having a different task. In a very stable work context and in a long-term
relationship, the questions have a very different meaning than under the opposite conditions.
And a really skilled professional may be autonomous and not be concerned about spending time
and energy on communication with ‘the leader’ so that s/he understands problems and needs.
(Understanding is fine, but may call for the allocation of time and effort facilitating this, time
perhaps better spent in other ways.) Often individuals go to people in their network perceived
to be knowledgeable about a certain issue rather than to the manager (Blom and Alvesson 2014).
But the respondent may interpret the questions as not reflecting the work situation or the ‘real’
understanding so much as being evaluative of the manager, so the general attitude to the manager
may inform the answer. A low or moderate level of understanding may be felt by the respond-
ent to be fine, but anticipation that this may not look good on the questionnaire may then guide
the response. As a consequence, one does not know what, if anything, the responses say, even
if responses on different questions seem to converge. Third, the questions concern fwo parties.
Mumford’s questions are very much about a relationship. The person supposed to be capable of
answering the questions may have little idea of how the leader ‘really’ relates to and understands
the subordinate. The respondent may believe s/he knows where s/he stands, but the leader may
have a different view. Both may feel that the leader understands problems and needs, but the
meaning of ‘understanding’ may differ and the problems and needs addressed may also have lit-
tle in common. One may of course be interested in the perceptions or guesswork or espoused
responses of subordinates about the leader’s understanding, but if one is interested in leadership
as a relationship and an influencing process (as most leadership researchers are, according to
Antonakis et al. and Fiedler quoted above), and not just a perception from one angle, this appears
insufficient. Fourth, ideology: the formulated questions take the idea that there are leaders (and one
leader per subordinate/follower) for granted, naturalize the leader—follower distinction and give
privilege to the leader. The relationship is indicated to be important, and it is vital that the leader
understands the problems and needs of the subordinate, apparently understood to be dependent
on the leader’s understanding. This reinforces the norm of there being a leader who is significant
and superior, that high clarity on where the subordinate stands and good understanding are opti-
mal and that deviations from this indicate imperfections. This may not be wrong, but it is vital to
reflect upon this and carefully investigate whether these assumptions steer research in a productive
and thoughtful way or whether they, unchecked, may reproduce and reinforce ideology more
than good research.

Some advocates of dominating views may feel that valid results have been demonstrated and
that ‘data’ show the value of questionnaire-based studies, thereby downplaying or trivializing
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the relevance of comments such as those made above. But many correlations showing reliability
or support for a theory do not say much (Alvesson 1996). Rather they may be seen as an out-
come of norms for how to fill in questionnaire boxes.

This is exemplified by Conger ef al. (2000). Here, charismatic leadership is expected to be
positively related to a follower’s sense of collective identity, perceived group performance and
feelings of empowerment. The sample was asked to answer a ‘questionnaire assessing a super-
visor’s behaviour’ (p. 753). If a person tends to say that ‘T hold him/her (the leader) in high
respect’, they may also agree with statements such as the leader is ‘inspirational’, ‘influences
others by developing mutual liking and respect’ and ‘often expresses personal concern’. And
if they do, it would hardly come as a surprise that they tend to agree with statements such
as, ‘we see ourselves in the work group as a cohesive team’ and ‘we have high work perfor-
mance’. And as a single person is the sole data-provider on all questions (on a specific man-
ager), results on the whole confirm expectations are as one would assume. (Conger et al. did
certain things to reduce the problems mentioned, including handing out two questionnaires,
with the second appearing 24 hours after the first had been answered, but the basic problem
probably remains.)

This is not a unique example. There is a large literature on transformational leadership that at
face value offers much evidence for the theory, but critics have demonstrated that much of this
is basically flawed (Alvesson and Kirreman 2016; Van Knippenberg and Sitkin 2013).

A Proposal for Re-orientation: Studying Leadership Seriously

Clarifying Leadership as a Phenomenon and a Relationship

Most of the popular leadership ideas assume that, or at least work as if, the existence of the sole
leader forming a stable and robust entity with fixed traits and skills and operating on others to
shape and improve them is a function of the leader’s essence being put into operation. Without
repeating all the critique mentioned earlier, or invoking attributional (follower-focused) or radi-
cal constructionist understandings (Meindl 1995), one could say that all these assumptions call
for careful scrutiny and for their fairness in specific contexts being investigated.

It is important, in rigorous studies, in opposition to research guided by taken-for-granted
assumptions, to postpone imposing a leader—follower categorization on reality. The categoriza-
tion may make sense, but this is an empirical question. Leaders and followers cannot be starting
points to be taken for granted; they are possible (partial) research results. One could even say
that if there is a clear leader—follower relationship characterizing a modern, knowledge-intensive
workplace, it could be viewed as an interesting deviation from the expectation that managers
take care of administration and management, while there is a variety of influencing in which
people in more or less symmetrical relations influence each others’ understandings and values,
through arguments, feedback, jokes, suggestions, stories, advice, exemplary and deviant behav-
iour, certain performances, etc. Most of this is not necessarily best represented as leadership,
even though labels such as shared, distributed, complexity, etc. can broaden the range of ‘leader-
ship’ in various ways — while easily overstretching and turning ‘leadership’ into something that
captures everything and nothing. LS typically study managers, as ‘leaders’ are identified through
managerial positions, even though this is also quite uncertain in many cases. People with the
title may not have or work with subordinates, and formal subordinates may not, in practice, be
subordinates, as in many professional organizations, where the manager is rather an administra-
tive person. Also, the nature of the relationship is often ambiguous and sometimes deviates from
mainstream understandings. One study found that managers saw their subordinates (co-workers)
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as the most significant source of feedback, indicating that the influencing process may be almost
the opposite to what most LS assume and the relationship is perhaps not so strongly leader-
driven (Kairos Futures/Chet 2000). If so, one may have perhaps assumed that the manager’s
superior would be more significant for feedback — a key influencing mechanism. Sometimes
people in (formally) subordinate positions may take initiatives and combine strong elements of
leading and subordinateship in relationship to seniors (Courpasson et al. 2012).

One key element in LS projects should be to clarify the sample in terms of a possible leader-
ship relation, i.e. to explore what is the overall nature of a relationship between a person and
a manager (or another potential leader) before deciding that this is a leadership relation (in a
specific sense). Here, understanding the context is vital. Is it a stable bureaucracy, in which
people tend to stay in their jobs and take formal positions seriously? Is the organizational work
and career patterns of such a nature that the senior person is likely to have superior techni-
cal competence? Or is it a project-based organization, in which people may be project leader
on one project and a member on another, both projects happening simultaneously? As work
constellations are shifting all the time, stable leader—follower relationships may be rare or insig-
nificant. Competence-based, more or less issue-specific authority relations may marginalize
formal hierarchy, making issues around ‘the leader’ uncertain. This needs to be clarified in any
serious study.

To simply neglect context — or reduce it to a couple of standardized items on a questionnaire —
is very common (Antonakis et al. 2004b; House and Aditya 1997), but such reductionism leads
to poor studies, even though ignorance may be hidden under piles of (poor) data and number-
crunching procedures.

Methodologically, this leads to investigating the organizational context and fine-tuning
studies based on a qualified pre-understanding of the subject matter. One could interview
people about who, if anyone, at the workplace you see as a leader (of importance for you)?
Or ask managers or other possible leader characters if they would define themselves as leaders
and, if so, in what way and for whom? This would typically imply a qualitative approach,
giving people space to express how they see any possible leader—follower relationship. But
one can also imagine quantitative work, including questions of the type, ‘Do you find the
terms leader—follower and leadership to be a precise, problematic or misleading way of
describing the relationship between you and your formal superior?” Or ‘How would you
describe your (formal) superior? As a leader, a manager, an administrator, first among peers
or what?” Or ‘Does anyone in your workplace exercise a very strong influence on you? If
so, who? In what way?’

Investigations like this may lead to the finding that only a part of the sample at present typi-
cally defined a priori and without good grounding as ‘leaders’ doing ‘leadership’ (i.e. people with
managerial jobs) would pass reasonable criteria for fitting the category. Of a number of manag-
ers or subordinates initially approached, only some may be worth pursuing for further study of
leadership. Also, issues around the possible stability—coherence vs dynamics—fragmentation of
manager—subordinate relationships are crucial to sort out.

It may, of course, be tempting for the statistically minded researchers to concentrate on get-
ting the numbers and then using whatever sample are willing to fill in the questionnaires, but
scholarship calls for a good understanding of the subject matter, including the context. This
calls for careful work on a clearly delimited group, their work situation, their understandings of’
‘leadership’ and possible leadership relations. This calls for a (pre-)study, typically involving at
least some qualitative ingredients, as questionnaires and pre-structured interviews may miss key
insights that the researcher — caught in his/her and the research tribe’s specific worldview — may
never have thought of including in the design.
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Focused Work Unpacking the Specific Meanings of Acts and
Relations of Leadership

Arguably, not much in leadership behaviour and leader—follower relations has a simple, straight-
forward meaning. People may use the same words, put Xs in the same boxes on questionnaires
or repeat the same words, and still mean something quite different. Specific meanings need to
be investigated, clarified and tested before the researcher can make knowledge claims. Critical
exploration of the logic behind a specific respondent’s data delivery also needs to be clarified.
This is to some extent acknowledged through at least passing references to social desirability,
personal liking/disliking, etc. (Mumford ef al. 2009) but is often, in practice, bypassed in studies
and not targeted for inquiry, making it impossible for the researcher to make a sound assessment
of the nature of the data material.

This calls for a dialogue rather than stimuli-response reasoning and encouragement of the
subjects to mobilize their knowledge and experiences about the subject matter, giving space for
both breadth and depth. One could ask people how they think about questions, e.g. what their
reflections around a questionnaire item are. Getting a holistic view and unpacking meaning
complexes around respondents’ data deliveries are thus central in determining what knowledge
can be pulled out of a study.

Exploring meaning in depth goes strongly against using only questionnaires or standardized/
pre-structured interviews and involves giving those studied space to raise their views. It does
not mean that one cannot use these methods, but they need to be supplemented with more
open-ended, meaning-investigating empirical work. If we take the question, ‘My manager pro-
vides advice to those who need it” (Seltzer and Bass 1990), one needs to anchor the study in a
clear sense of whether this is a relevant and meaningful question, for example by investigating
the overall ‘advice-giving context’: How do you see advice-giving at your workplace? Do you
need advice at work? Who is best positioned to give it to you? Do you see advice-giving as an
important aspect of your manager’s work? Does it function well or badly? After some qualita-
tive inquiries such as this at a workplace, it may be relevant to ask the question by Seltzer and
Bass, but if the researcher finds out that the work is technically complex, most managers are not
experts and most people have qualified peers that can offer good advice, then the question is
not meaningful and the answers may easily be misleading. Managers providing advice — perhaps
motivated by a desire to preserve status and demonstrate authority — despite there being people
better at it may do a worse job than those not providing much advice. In the absence of such
knowledge of the advice-given context, the researchers have no idea of what they are studying
or what the results mean.

Using Multiple Parties and Source-Critique to Access Broader
and Richer Views of the Relation

A key problem for empirical research is the relationship between representations of reality
(including feelings, values, experiences) and the topic of study, which seldom (unless in dis-
course studies) is how people represent reality. Questionnaire and interview researchers are not
happy with only making claims about X-filling behaviour or interview conversations.

Several authors have called for a radical reorientation of the elaboration and measurement
of abstracted constructs on the analysis of leadership as a practical accomplishment and social
process, defined through interaction and relations, based on a qualitative approach (Alvesson
1996; Bryman 2004; Hosking 1988; Knights and Willmott 1992; Smircich and Morgan 1982).
This is probably necessary in order to get good descriptions. But it is here important to go
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much further than only looking at what managers say in interviews about their own leadership,
or subordinates about their leaders. Most qualitative studies only focus on one type of source
(Alvesson 2011). As pointed out above, same-source studies are generally to be warned against:
getting the views of people involved — managers, subordinates, senior people, colleagues — and
the interactions making up leadership is necessary. It is vital to relate leadership issues to social
context and social processes involving different parties. Both need to be studied.

This means opening up and studying what is happening — and not over-packing leadership
with a set of possibly quite diverse elements, from intentions to behaviour and to responses
and feedback, as perceived and expressed only by a set of ‘followers’ or a set of ‘leaders’. The
elements in a typical definition of leadership, e.g. by Antonakis ef al. (2004b) — the leader’s dis-
positional characteristics and behaviours, followers” perceptions of the attributions of the leader,
and the context — should be considered separately and relations investigated.

Real-life observations of actions and interactions and understanding of context are crucial,
even though the ambiguity and potentially all-embracing nature of leadership often make it dif-
ficult to know what to observe (Bryman 2011) and the context can be quite difficult to grasp.
Ideally, studies should include interviews with managers (leaders) and those supposed to be led
by them, observations of interactions and careful descriptions of the organizational context in
which this takes place. In the absence of studies based on qualified data from various sources,
ideologies, the wish to avoid cognitive dissonance, tautologies, halo effects, self-serving bias
and wishful thinking face little resistance. Researchers need empirical material rich and varied
enough to be able to assess whether the ideological scripts (e.g. hero stories) for how to talk/put
Xs in questionnaires about leadership (Alvesson 2011) or reasoning informed by implicit leader-
ship theory (Bryman 2011) are at play. Using more than one source is vital here. Of course, the
same ideology may inform ‘leaders’ and ‘followers’, men and women and various ethnic groups,
but there is still some differentiation and some variety in outlook. Given the relational nature of
leadership and the need to capture the influencing process, both the leader’s and the follower’s
views need to be documented and compared and then combined into a rich description of the
leadership — or whatever comes out of all this, which may trigger interpretations other than in
terms of leadership, e.g. conflicts, interpersonal de-coupling or autonomy. Studies should then
ask the people involved: how do they see the key phenomena the researcher has picked for
study; are there other relevant issues seen as important by those studied that possibly broaden
the picture and reframe it in ways not anticipated by the researcher; and critically interpret all
statements, making sure that any delivered data is backed up by an additional source (which is
not just more items in the questionnaire or adding more respondents of the same type).

De-ideologize Leadership

The fourth key element is to try, as far as possible, to de-ideologize leadership. The idea is
not to produce objective, neutral, value-free studies — this is not possible — but to move away
from idealized discourses and look at social practices and relations at workplaces in an open and
empirically sensitive way. A de-ideologization of leadership — which also involves moves to
avoid becoming caught in an ‘anti-leadership ideology’ — is in one sense very difficult, perhaps
impossible (as we are never value-free in social research). One can make serious efforts and at
least move far away from ideologically top-scoring examples, such as TFL and other popular
approaches. Also, avoiding imposing and naturalizing leader—follower categories and distinc-
tions is fully possible; instead, these should be used when there is clear empirical support.

One specific way forward would be to invoke a much less ideologically positive language
in both theorizing and empirical investigations. Tourish and Pinnington (2002), in a critical
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text on TFL, rely upon insights from studies of cults, which show considerable similarity with
the intended outcomes of TFL. They point out that charismatic leadership may mean that the
leader is viewed in semi-divine light by followers, the leader is the sole source of key ideas and
the leader has privileges far in excess of other group members. A compelling vision may mean
that the vision is totalistic in its implication, agreement with the vision vital for group member-
ship, and the vision communicated uni-directionally from top to bottom, with dissent from the
vision penalised. Such opposition handling through the use of power is a likely part of getting
broad support for a shared vision (Bolden et al. 2011).

One could use these formulations instead of (only) the positively biased expressions in
TFL, charismatic leadership and other ideological approaches, in which vision is typically
captured through statements such as ‘provides inspiring strategic and organizational goals’,
‘consistently generates new ideas’, ‘inspirational; able to motivate by articulating what organi-
zational members are doing’ and ‘exciting public speaker’ (Conger et al. 2000: 759). Here
vision is viewed as good vision — the possibility that vision talk may be seen as a sleeping
pill or rather abstract and remote from work reality does not surface, nor does the possibility
that those that object to the vision talk may be silenced or pushed out. An alternative to this
ideological positivity could be to find a language that is as neutral as possible (Alvesson and
Kirreman 2016), e.g. asking questions such as ‘Do you think people here tend to accept the
ideas of the manager without much critical reflection?” or “Would you say that there is a clear
idea of a vision in this organization? If so, is it top-down driven? Does it play a significant or
insignificant role in daily work?’

This may be simple and beneficial, but may create complexity and confusion in fieldwork
practice — and also make it more difficult for researchers to produce the comforting results that
have boosted the standing of leadership studies during recent years, with heavy ideologically
biased designs, tolerance for tautologies and overreliance on one-source studies. But unpredicta-
ble and non-comforting results may offer interesting opportunities to rethink taken-for-granted
assumptions and kick back against the researcher’s (ideological) commitments.

New Methodological Principles

The four themes addressed are key themes for the entire research process but may come more
specifically into play at the three main elements in the research process.

Fieldwork

Here the idea is to move close to the phenomena claimed to be investigated, trying to pro-
duce rich description that allows for a multitude of considerations and allowing the material to
kick back at the researcher’s (collectively held) assumptions and preconceptions. Using multiple
sources 1s a key aspect, as leadership is (normally defined as) a relation. Close-up studies should
be careful in conceptualizing what goes on, how to understand the people involved and the
meanings attached to possible leadership acts and interactions, checking claims by research sub-
jects and getting sufficiently rich input to challenge the researcher’s (and the research subjects’)
ideological commitments.

Interpretive Work

This means emphasis on rigour and care in interpretation and reflexivity, based on questioning
and suspicion of the ‘truth-transmitting’ powers of data. This includes reflecting on the key
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aspects of the relation, getting beneath the surface and digging out underlying meanings, assess-
ing both the logic behind the reporting of ‘data’ (social conformism, self-serving bias, sincere
ambition to tell the truth as one sees it . . . ) and the precise meaning of any data seen as valid,
given what the researcher is (or during the research process becomes) interested in. Being scepti-
cal to positive-sounding and persuasive formulations dominating ideologically guided represen-
tations of leadership is another key part of interpretation.

Theoretical Framing and Problematization Work

Access to theoretical vocabulary and frameworks for conceptualizing and interpreting the mate-
rial should be broadened. Rather than testing or applying, for example, a specific theory and
limiting the framework exclusively to work, and concepts and assumptions within the tradition,
it is vital to have access to alternative points of departure, metaphors, discourses, etc., including
the idea that contemporary workplace relations in some cases may not include much ‘leader-
ship’, but rely on other modes of coordination, control and support. One option here is to have
access to a set of leadership (and non-leadership) metaphors supporting a set of perspectives and
dialogues between them (Alvesson and Spicer 2011).

These three major foci in the research process — fieldwork/data construction, interpretation
and use of theory — are all intertwined. It is broadly agreed that all data are theory impregnated,;
the idea that data are external and neutral to theory is misleading (Kuhn 1970; Alvesson and
Skéldberg 2009). They ofter various entrance points for the researcher to address the four key
methodological concerns emphasized in this chapter.

Conclusion

A lot of leadership research is about the detailed investigation of specific theories. On the whole,
a positive view of the state of the art prevails (Parry and Bryman 2006). Authors on methodol-
ogy briefly notice some shortcomings of the dominating questionnaire studies, but then praise
their usefulness (Antonakis et al. 2004b; Kroeck et al. 2004; Mumford et al. 2009).

This chapter offers a much more critical view. LS ‘has been imbued with just such intangi-
ble qualities for which there are no appropriate methodological measurement tools’ (Lakomski
2005: 8). As I have tried to demonstrate, a lot of the so-called findings do not say much —
despite positive correlations and support for the hypothesis, it is almost impossible to say what
has actually been studied. In-built ideological tendencies and tautologies account for many
of the results, and same-source bias is common. Studies can sometimes be seen as exercises
in ideology confirmation: good things go together in a harmonious whole. Language rules,
social norms and the inclination to avoid cognitive dissonance make predictable ‘results’ almost
guaranteed. Questionnaires with an in-built ideology bias, often filled in by managers when in
training (a situation in which they are perhaps most exposed to various persuasive leadership
ideas) are of questionable value.

This chapter takes these issues seriously but broadens the critique and addresses four major
concerns: the leader—follower categorization and distinction is imposed, not explored or its
relevance demonstrated; meanings being the core of the influence process is seldom sensitively
addressed; there is an overreliance on one-and-the-same source studies and a shortage of source
critique; and the fundamental ideological nature of leadership, informing both research subjects
and researchers, is missed. Of course, there are leadership studies that address ambitiously one or
several of these issues, e.g. Courpasson ef al. (2012) and Fu ef al. (2010), but for the vast majority
of all leader research, this critique needs to be taken seriously and radical rethinking seems called
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for. The chapter addresses normal practice, not the very few exceptional studies that avoid part
of the critique.

I have suggested four ways forward. First, researchers should postpone imposing categories,
before having good reasons to use a particular ‘master vocabulary’ (e.g. leader, follower), i.e. to
work with a sample that meets the criteria for what is intended to be studied. Second, researchers
should explore meanings in depth and go beyond use of standard questions misleadingly assumed
to have a uniform meaning and thus being capable of easily tapping subjects on their ’knowledge’.
Understanding meaning calls for rich data, a sense of context and careful interpretation. Third,
data are always partly an outcome of logics in play other than truth-reporting ambitions and peo-
ple are often not capable of putting their observations and experiences in words or Xs. There is
limited reliability and uncertain value in all efforts to deliver data. This calls for source-critique
and use of multiple sources. Before taking the data of a sample of, for example, ‘followers’ seri-
ously, back-up is called for. Managers’ and subordinates’ responses need to be compared, critically
examined for common bias and good reasons for treating ‘data’ as Data marshalled. Fourth, to
avoid an ideologically biased and often tautological research language and set of assumptions about
a ‘leader-driven’ social world, alternative points of departure representing ‘counter-ideological’
considerations should be used. In inquiry, interpretation and writing, the researcher can supple-
ment ‘positive’ and persuasive language (such as transformational, intellectual stimulation, con-
sideration) with a more neutral language, if possible. One can alternate between language uses in
interviews/questionnaires and then investigate (in)coherence rather than just aim for patterns and
coherence: ambiguity, uncertainty and ambivalence are key aspects of leadership efforts.

All of the above point to the need to do in-depth studies of leadership, getting the views of
managers (or others doing the leadership) as well as subordinates, observing practices and inter-
actions, understanding the context and being open-minded (reflexive) about the value and rel-
evance of (specific) leadership vocabulary. It does not imply grounded theory such as inductive
studies, as access to frameworks, including alternative theoretical ideas and languages, are crucial
in work calling for critical judgement. This is demanding, and calls for quality at the expense of’
quantity (numbers) and reflexive care rather than procedural and technical rigour, but it is key
to understanding leadership as typically defined (an interactive influence process). This does not,
however, imply only qualitative work. Questionnaires studies can also be useful in addressing
some of the concerns covered here, as part of a mixed-method study (Bryman 2011). Taking
the fundamental meaning aspect seriously, however, calls (also) for ambitious qualitative work,
so research relying primarily on large numbers is hard to combine with responses to the funda-
mental critique raised in this chapter.
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6
Instead of Angels

Leaders, Leadership and Longue Durée'

Peter Gronn

Introduction

This chapter builds on some ideas articulated initially in Gronn (2010, especially pp. 405—415) in
which I was critical of the numerous solo or stand-alone leader approaches that have tradition-
ally asserted such a powerful hegemonic grip on scholarly thinking about leadership. With the
number of like-minded critical voices increasing, there are unmistakable indications that, finally,
the field may be starting to undergo a makeover. In addition to broad critiques of leadership, for
example, there are questions being asked about the leadership industry that helps to legitimize
the field while at the same time feeding off it (e.g. Kellerman, 2012). There are initiatives to
re-contour the field that employ alternative conceptions of leadership (e.g., Denis et al., 2012).
And there are systematic re-appraisals of the assumptions that undergird scholarly (and popular)
thinking in key leadership domains (e.g. Brown, 2014). The broad trajectory of this incipient
revisionism has been away from what is sometimes referred to by the perhaps disparaging short-
hand term “hero paradigm” in the direction of plurality and collectivism. This rethinking of
the directions travelled by the field is a sure sign of its vibrancy, although the present author
(Gronn, 2015, p. 2; 2011, p. 442) has intruded a note of caution. The possible displacement
of an individual (N = 1) by leader pluralities (N = 24) as the focal unit of analysis risks embed-
ding a dualism (in a field in which binary modes of thinking such as leader—followers already
predominate, on which see below) in the guise of pendulum swing-type thinking, as scholarly
prominence is accorded successive waves of either individuality or collectivism. One possible
way of avoiding such an outcome is to acknowledge that individual and collective instances of
leadership co-exist as part of a hybrid mix. For this reason I have proposed previously the idea
of a leadership configuration as the preferred unit of analysis (Gronn, 2011).

The particular contribution of this chapter is to indicate that this idea of hybridity is not
merely a contemporary phenomenon, but may even have been a persistent feature of leadership
that has existed from the earliest societies onwards, so much so that the evidence reviewed below
suggests that hybrid leadership patterning is likely to have been a universal historical norm. To
make the argument, I begin by providing a brief rationale for a longitudinal or longue durée
perspective, following which I consider some key leadership terms. The bulk of the chapter is
then devoted to a review of (mostly) anthropological and archaeological fieldwork evidence of

89



Peter Gronn

the development of a range of types of societies and their accompanying leadership formations.
Taking as its focus the centrality of human cooperative activity, particularly large-scale coopera-
tion, and the need for it if groups and societies are to survive, scholarly debate about archaic
societies in particular has focused on the relationship between egalitarianism and hierarchy.
There is one school of thought which suggests, broadly, that the egalitarianism which typified
hunter—gatherer band societies and, for the most part, suppressed would-be leaders eventually
gave way to inequality and institutionalized modes of stratification when, from an evolution-
ary point of view, societies began differentiating themselves in the direction of more complex
(and successive) polities such as chiefdoms, city states, kingdoms and states. This cultural evolu-
tionism has been contested by a recent body of research findings in which scholars detect varying
trajectories towards social complexity, and in which pressures towards egalitarianism and strati-
fication contend or co-exist in emerging polities and societies. Here, scholars have pinpointed
two contrasting power strategies (personalized power and corporate power) and evidence of
varying degrees of their institutionalization. It is the leadership configurations in which these
strategies found expression, I suggest, that provide evidence of historical continuity with respect
to my claim about hybridized leadership. I conclude the chapter by considering the significance
of that continuity and its implications for the future development of the leadership field.

Longue Durée

The idea of longue durée is closely associated with the historian Fernand Braudel (1980, p. 35)
who, in an essay first published in 1958, was critical of thinking in “all the social sciences” for
being captive of short-term time spans and for having a “constant tendency to evade historical
explanation”. Evasion, typically, was claimed to occur in two ways: by an over-concentration on
current events and real life, or by “transcending time altogether” and conjuring up mathemati-
cal formulations of “more or less timeless communications structures”. In The History Manifesto,
Guldi and Armitage (2014) document the eclipse (in the 1970s) of longue durée historical schol-
arship and the rise of a micro-historical alternative that they label as “short past”. Essentially,
this substitution entailed the replacement of long-term by more immediate time frame think-
ing, such that by the end of the 1970s the “tendency to go long began to look tarnished” and
“something grubby that no self-respecting historian would do” (p. 82). Four decades later,
however, they claim that “big is back” (p. 86). Guldi and Armitage’s (2014, pp. 61-88) con-
cerns, in counteracting this alleged neglect of time, include time horizons, and the relevance of’
past events, emergence of institutions and causality for long-term thinking and decision making
about current and likely future human problem solving.

Indications of the increasing appeal of longitudinal perspectives are evident in the recent
attention accorded by scholars to “bigness” in its various guises, such as big data and data mining
in the social sciences, and big history among historians (e.g. Christian, 2005). Bigness, in Guldi
and Armitage’s sense, however, is not true of leadership where, as a social science, a sense of
ahistorical timelessness has long prevailed and has done so (arguably) with theoretically impov-
erishing consequences. On the other hand, a longue durée (or genealogical) approach has a poten-
tially important contribution to make to leadership. This is because one of the features that has
set the leadership field apart from other social scientific knowledge domains has been the large
weight (or burden) of normative expectations that models and typologies of leadership and lead-
ers themselves have attracted, particularly in the case of the latter with regard to what individual
leaders may be deemed able to accomplish. The quintessential manifestation of the exaggerated
sense of individual agency typically attributed to leaders has been the field’s enduring sub-school
of thought, known as the “great man” view of history. This is an essentially romantic set of
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assumptions derived from a variety of scholarly antecedents (including Carlyle, 1983 [1840])
which, although it has been subjected to substantial critique, continues to prove extraordinarily
resilient and has found its most recent expression during leadership’s 1980s—1990s resurgence in
the popularity (and ubiquity) of charismatic and transformational leadership models. Viewed in
this light, one potential outcome of the synthesis of evidence that follows, therefore, might be
to inject a long overdue note of realism into lay, professional and scholarly understandings of
leadership by documenting the historical vibrancy of leader hybridity, while at the same time
managing down grossly inflated expectations of solo leaders. For the purposes of the discussion
that follows, a big tent definition of “leadership” is adopted, for it is used to encompass not
only leaders as they are understood in the conventional organizational sense but also all his-
torically manifest forms of rulership, monarchy, incumbency of high-level offices and authority
positions, and elite membership, both societal and sectoral.

Leadership and Leaders

How have leadership scholars understood their mission? Although sporadic disputation continues
about definitions of leadership, overwhelmingly, theorists and researchers have been united in
viewing this concept as equivalent to, or a version of, influence (although one notable exception
was a doyen of the field, the late James McGregor Burns). Moreover, most of them have justified
their existence by describing, analysing, measuring and accounting for such influence, with some
colleagues (in sub-fields such as organizational leadership) extending this view of their role to
include promulgating and recommending preferred leadership typologies and models as norma-
tive prescriptions for desired versions of practice. Regardless of the particular standpoints adopted,
however, scholars in virtually all the leadership sub-domains continue to pursue their purposes
and projects from within a taken-for-granted terminological binary of leader and followers in a
field in which, until recently, a largely solo-focused analytical template has maintained a vice-like
grip. There is also probably close to consensual agreement about who gets to be a leader, in the
sense that (with contemporary organizations and systems in mind) “leader” is acknowledged as
a socio-psychologically attributed status in which persons are perceived as embodying a cogni-
tively defined (and emotionally defined?) prototype of what it means to lead. Moreover, in level
terms, allowance is increasingly being made by scholars for the potential manifestation of leaders,
leadership and leading in any component part of an organizational whole, not merely at the top.

At the same time, as mentioned at the outset of the chapter, there is a groundswell of inter-
est in forms of leadership other than those seen as monopolized by or focused on (usually)
formally positioned individuals. This observation is neither an unsubstantiated assertion nor
a mere accident of timing. Among the numerous terms used to try to capture this emerging
plurality, Bolden’s (2011, pp. 254-255) systematic search in 2011 for the uptake of one such
descriptor, distributed leadership (or DL), yielded 187,000 Google hits and identified more
than 9,000 publications that referred to DL. Bolden’s graph showed an increase in DL’s popu-
larity since 2000, including a spike or bounce in publication outputs during 2007-09, and it
records a trend which followed (what can only be described as) a two-decades long tsunami of’
writings about the alleged virtues of charismatic, transformational, authentic and related leader
types, especially in the fields of business management, educational leadership and organizational
studies. When examined more closely, however, this post-2000 (approx.) emergence of DL is
in fact the re-emergence of an idea that achieved prominence in social psychology circles in the
mid 1950s and was even evident (until its marginalization) in some post-World War II writings
on leadership and small groups (see Gronn, 2008, pp. 145—-148). Now that DL has re-emerged
and can be said to have come into its own, the documenting of forms of plural leadership has
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travelled so far, particularly since the new millennium, that the most recent comprehensive
synthesis (Denis et al., 2012) has sign-posted four streams of ongoing research activity: small
group- and team-based shared leadership for outcome effectiveness; the pooling of top-level
organizational leadership in dyadic, triadic and similar small constellation groupings; the disper-
sion and diffusion of leadership (including DL) across organizational levels and boundaries; and,
interaction-based activities and processes that manifest leadership. All four streams encompass
varying degrees of structurally designed and emergent actions.

Notwithstanding these developments, knowledge advancement in the field continues to be
constrained by the orthodox leader—followers binary already referred to — and for that matter by
the superordinate—subordinate dualism onto which it is often mapped or for which it provides
an alternative form of words. (A notable exception to this binary thinking is anthropology,
where most scholars tend to refer to leaders only and make little or no mention of followers.)
The major shortcoming of such simplistic binary thinking, however, is that its wording presumes
a division of labour (i.e. an organization member is labelled as either in this or that category)
rather than demonstrating empirically an actual division of leadership labour. As a consequence,
the leader—followers dualist distinction is impervious to the following considerations: substitu-
tion (to what extent can activity outcomes be accounted for by explanations that do not invoke
leadership — e.g. such as learned routines?), duration (to what span of time is the presumed
leader—followers division of labour meant to apply?), membership and boundary-crossing (is a
follower always a follower, or is there the possibility that a follower might become a leader and
a leader a follower?), multiple attributions (what happens if more than one person is simultane-
ously attributed with leader status?) and contradictory attributions (what happens if there is no
agreement among organizational members about who is perceived as a leader and who as fol-
lowers?). In comparison with these difficulties, the notion of hybridity has much to offer. Thus,
if a continuum of possibilities is substituted for exclusively classified differences in kind, then
rather than viewing leadership conceived of in the singular or the plural as categorical opposites
(i.e. as N =1 or as N = 24), tendencies toward one or the other polarity are opened up, for
the purposes of explanation, along with combinations of degrees of leadership individuality and
plurality. It is the resulting sets of elements that constitute leadership configurations. Empirical
substantiation of these hybrid possibilities has been provided by researchers in such fields as
school education, further education and higher education (see the examples in Gronn, 2011,
pp- 442—444), and most recently by Chreim (2015) in her investigation of the configuring of
leadership spaces during business unit mergers and acquisitions.

Egalitarianism

The need to accomplish the kinds of cooperative activities mentioned earlier, and therefore
to coordinate the harnessing and deployment of energy and information through some form
of leadership or decision-making arrangement, is not restricted to human beings. In the case
of some living creatures, such as in much of the insect world and among some animal spe-
cies, however, leadership and leader—followers terminology make little sense where versions of’
swarm intelligence (e.g. insect hiving, fish schooling or bird flocking as in murmuration) act as
the principal mechanisms for behaviour coordination (e.g. for nesting and migration purposes).
Among the higher primates, such as gorillas and chimpanzees — with whom humans share
98 per cent of their DNA (Flannery & Marcus, 2012, p. 58) — and to a lesser extent bonobos,
by contrast, there are (especially among chimpanzees) distinct male pecking orders of status
with dominant alpha males at the top. (There may also be female social dominance hierarchies,
although no alphas.) The flipside of the privileges of downward dominance (e.g. access to food,
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mating opportunities) is upwards submission (Boehm, 2001, pp. 23-25). Yet such dominance
is usually tempered because, while a male alpha primate may be tyrannical and terrorize, he is
not a coercive group leader and is therefore “far from being a dictator who firmly controls the
destinies of others” (Boehm, 2001, p. 27).

In Boehm’s (2012, p. 154) hypothesis about shared primate ancestry — in which humans,
chimpanzees (pan troglodytes) and bonobos (pan paniscus) evolved from a common ancestor —
life during the epoch of a common ancestral pan species (approx. six million years ago) was
ordered, and experienced, hierarchically. At some point in time (Boehm estimates it to be
probably after 250,000 Bp and certainly by 45,000 BP), however, humans “had become deci-
sively egalitarian”.> The hypothesized trigger for this transition was dependence on sources
and types of food (and, therefore, survival), in particular the increased reliance of small human
groups on big-game hunting, in which case “the only viable course for efficient meat distri-
bution would have been to suppress alpha behaviour definitively” (Boehm, 2012, p. 155).
These human groups were acephalous hunter—gatherer foraging bands. Following his analysis
of anthropological data on 50 contemporary band societies (of a total of 150 for which there
exists a robust ethnographic evidence base), Boehm (2012, pp. 79-80) suggests that the fol-
lowing characteristics which distinguish current inter-familial bands applied equally to late
Pleistocene period foragers (i.e. 125,000 Bp to 11,700 BP). Such societies are:

definitely all mobile, and as nomads, instead of trying to share their large-game meat as
individual families, they share it widely. It doesn’t matter whether these people live on
Arctic tundras or in tropical forests — they never dwell in permanent, year-round villages,
and they always combine hunting and gathering to make a living according to what is envi-
ronmentally available, with an emphasis on eating the relatively fatty meat of large animals.

The point to note here from the perspective of leadership is that, in foraging bands, egalitarian
norms trump hierarchy, which means that although hierarchical impulses are not eradicated
by small group egalitarianism, potential upstart (male) alphas are collectively disciplined (along
with, it has to be said, shirking and free-riding band members) by the utilization of a draconian
system of control known as reverse dominance hierarchy. Sanctioning techniques here include
direct criticism, gossip, ridicule, ostracism, public shaming, intimidation, expulsion or even,
in extreme instances, killing (Boehm, 2001, pp. 43-63, 73—84) — all of which provide cover
for status-conscious and competitive susceptibilities on the part of the restraining non-alphas
(Seabright, 2013, p. 109). In some bands, there may be a formal or informal leader, although
only “as long as the band welcomes him in doing so”, otherwise functional leaders with par-
ticular expertise come and go as required (Boehm, 2001, p. 69). An example is the Hadza of
Tanzania, an egalitarian society in which non-coercive leadership amounted to “no more than
the advice of a few respected senior men” (Flannery & Marcus, 2012, p. 37). And yet, despite
the prolonged (and likely near to universal) success of such a reverse dominance strategy in
containing alpha impulses for more than 100,000 years, such was the strengthening grip of pres-
sures towards stratification that by about 2,500 BCE “virtually every form of inequality known to
mankind had been created somewhere in the world, and truly egalitarian societies were gradu-
ally being relegated to places no-one else wanted” (Flannery & Marcus, 2012, p. x).

Stratification

Although stratification is evident in a number of ways (e.g. socially, economically and polit-
ically), the attribute that its various manifestations have in common is ranked, layered or
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hierarchical ordering. The dominance hierarchies that were (and remain) exclusive to non-
human primate society (Dubreuil, 2013, p. 53), and were resisted by foragers, were mecha-
nisms for the allocation and consumption of (scarce) resources. But dominance hierarchies
differ from productive hierarchies, in which there is specialization and a division of labour
for the production of goods (Rubin, 2000). Hierarchy (of both varieties) also entails vertically
ordered control, the quintessence of which in respect of activities coordinated for instrumental
or productive purposes is the idea of unity (or chain) of command, in which “only one posi-
tion has no superior — the chief executive — and all other positions have exactly one immedi-
ate superior” (Mayhew, 1983, pp. 154, 155). A hallmark communication feature of chains
of command, regardless of the number of levels that they subsume, is that while information
flows up and down the spine and across levels, “no one sends orders up the hierarchy or hori-
zontally within levels” (Mayhew, 1983, p. 158). Degrees of authority are arranged in ranked
orders of offices with office incumbents operating under a regime of authority delegation while
simultaneously incurring corresponding accountabilities. When the levels and the span of con-
trol (i.e. the number of subordinates immediately supervised) increase, the extent of indirect
supervision expands proportionately.

The particular version of stratification that was especially apposite to the historically
renewed expression of inequality is status hierarchy. While the hominin forerunners of
homo sapiens — homo erectus, homo heidelbergensis and homo neanderthalensis — may have eradi-
cated dominance hierarchies, it was homo sapiens that “paved the way” for hierarchy’s re-
emergence, although in a different form (Dubreuil, 2013, p. 90). In this regard, numerous
accounts of transitions in social formation and leadership have relied on cultural evolutionary
explanations of movements between stages, with agriculture emphasized as the key factor
in facilitating the establishment of sedentary societies and such pre-state formations as chief-
doms. Some scholars, such as Fukuyama (2011, p. 72), in his account of the emergence of
state polities, for example, continue to do so. Where Dubreuil’s explanation of hierarchy
differs from these evolutionary explanations is in his search for enabling mechanisms. If his
thesis in this regard is correct, then it was the cognitive evolution of the human species, in
particular changes in its brain morphology, that brought hierarchy back. In his review of a
technically complex (and still accumulating) inter-disciplinary body of evidence — genetic
and neuro-scientific, combined with archaeological artefact data — that remains provisional
and subject to confirmation or disconfirmation, Dubreuil highlights the advanced capacity of
homo sapiens, ahead of their fellow hominin species, to engage in symbolic behaviour as the
key pre-condition for the establishment of a hierarchical social order. Only during the latter
part of the middle stone age period (between 130,000 BP and 55,000 Bp) — although there is
locational variation globally in the timing and dating of evidence (e.g. bone tools, ornaments,
abstract engravings, data on network exchange) from which inferences about cognition are
drawn — can it be said that advances occurred in human perspective-taking ability. The the-
sis, in short, is that only “the ability to hold in mind a stable representation of conflicting per-
spectives on objects” accounts satisfactorily for behaviour modernization and wide-ranging
cultural transformation (Dubreuil, 2013, p. 131). The eftect of such cognitive changes was to
make possible the defining of status categories and the collective ascription of such statuses
to individuals (e.g. “chief” or “priest”) along with their possible visual representation in, say,
cave drawings or other media (Dubreuil, 2013, pp. 136-137).

In light of Dubreuil’s cognitive hypothesis, the suggestions of Flannery and Marcus (2012,
pp- 59-60) about celestial alphas and betas may assume added plausibility. Hunter—gatherer
bands, they argue — although they refrain from pinning their speculations to a precise time
period — may well have conceptualized as part of a religious cosmology a dominance hierarchy
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of invisible supernatural beings (alphas) and invisible ancestors (betas), because there is later evi-
dence (from the Egyptian and Inca civilizations) of would-be hereditary leaders attempting to
link themselves with celestial beings and, of course, even later examples of some kings claiming
themselves to be deities. Such sacred cosmologies helped to foster inequalities and legitimated
lineal leadership descent. Evidence of the extent of the variation in the trajectories taken by dif-
ferent band societies (as well as the timing of their transitions) — not to mention the difficulty of’
trying to pinpoint cross-cultural regularities — comes from Pacific Northwest cultures. Among
the Nootka foragers (on the west coast of Vancouver Island), for example, some individuals
became shamans and spiritual healers, and these practices, along with the rights and privileges
of chiefly families were claimed to have been acquired by remote ancestors during supernatural
experiences. While these kinds of “appropriate changes in social logic” are invoked to explain
the creation of inequality out of the previous egalitarianism (Flannery & Marcus, 2012, p. 74),
such a claim has little or nothing to say about the mechanism or mechanisms. Other signs of the
re-assertion of inequality include tribute giving and feasting (made possible by accumulated food
surpluses), which enabled chiefs to establish their generosity and to keep their fellow foragers
loyal, although even in these cases with such displays of largesse chiefs did not have matters all
their own way because “followers might abandon stingy chiefs and take up residence with their
more generous rivals” (Flannery & Marcus, 2012, p. 75). The chiefs referred to here and the
behavioural flexibility displayed in respect of shifting chiefly allegiances suggest that, rather than
fully developed chiefdoms, per se, this evidence of reciprocal behaviour may be more typical of
tribes, where tribal leaders possess resource-access privileges but no coercive power (Dubreuil,
2013, p. 43). In fact it is a revised view of the characteristics of chiefdoms proper that has stimu-
lated an alternative hypothesis about pre-state society trajectories and transitions. Before review-
ing this, however, it is worth considering an alternative, characterized as the circumscription
hypothesis, or the “most ambitious answer” (Dubreuil, 2013, p. 196) to the question of how
states originated.

Circumscription

The leading proponent of circumscription Carneiro (1970, p. 734) originally claimed that “only
a coercive theory can account for the rise of the state”. Force, expressed in warfare, was (for
him) the mechanism by which political evolution led “step by step, from autonomous villages
to the state”. Although warfare and conquest may have been necessary factors, if there is to be
a sufficient explanation then a series of enabling conditions had to be in place. Carneiro speci-
fied three: circumscribed or delimited areas for agricultural land (illustrated by a comparison of’
villages in the Amazon basin and Peruvian coastal valleys); resource concentration (once again
the Amazon); and social circumscription arising from population density (here his example was
the Yanomamo Indians of Venezuela). Compared to the Amazon basin, where there were large
amounts of land and low population density, the growth in the number and size of Peruvian
villages made the need for land acquisition a motivation for war (a motivation strengthened by
an awareness of richly available resources). The resulting pattern of recurrent warfare resulted
in an improved level of organization and the integration of villages into more extensive territo-
rial units, and yielded large chiefdoms. The expansion of chiefdoms through conquest further
elaborated units politically into kingdoms, consequent on the need to administer added territory
and conquered peoples. This responsibility fell primarily to “individuals who had distinguished
themselves in war” (Carneiro, 1970, p. 736). With villages subjugated, then, a ruler and his
kinsman were able to form an upper ruling class which extracted tribute and taxes. The final
stage in this evolutionary pattern was the succession of kingdoms by empires, with the latter
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being “merely the logical culmination of the process”. In short, then, circumscription theory
explains (Carneiro, 1970, p. 738): “why states arose where they did, and why they failed to arrive
elsewhere. It shows the state to have been a predictable response to certain specific cultural,
demographic, and economic conditions.”

Three decades after articulating this argument, Carneiro (2000, p. 12,927) had rhetorically
glossed it with the generic claim that: “during courses of changes in nature, a quantitative
increase in substance once it reaches a critical threshold, results in a qualitative transformation of
state.” The sole application of this quantity-to-quality idea to which he could point in anthro-
pology — with publication of Dubreuil’s (2013) extensive synthesis of research in this area still a
decade or more away — was a few sporadic attempts to explain how during hominid evolution
“the human brain became able to engage in the symbolling behaviour underlying the produc-
tion of speech, and with that, to be able to generate culture”. Curiously, having mentioned
the brain and its importance, Carneiro promptly ignored it altogether and instead fell back on
numbers: population. Before drawing general conclusions about population pressure and its
significance for state formation, however, he illustrated his point with a couple of examples of
temporary leadership structures, including one from earlier research of his own. His study of
North American plains tribes comprising about 50 members each indicated that in each case
there had been a band head, except that “he had little power and few duties” (2000, p. 12,928).
When, however, a couple of dozen bands came together for a summer buffalo hunt, this idyllic
scene changed. A tribal council was formed and it elected one of its number as tribal chief, and
“in that capacity he enjoyed greatly expanded powers”:

He organized and directed all tribal activities, being assisted by men’s societies, which
sprang into being as soon as the whole tribe assembled. One of these societies acted as
a police force and was charged with keeping order during the buffalo hunt and the Sun
Dance ceremony that followed.

With the hunt over, all of these units and functions lapsed during the ensuing fall season, but
the qualitative structural response to the pressure of numbers evident in the illustration could
be replicated, Carneiro claimed, in societies gearing up for war, such as the city state of Sparta.
Indeed, it was (for him) warfare that led to the transcending of village autonomy and the forma-
tion of multi-village aggregates known as chiefdoms, with the scale of some chiefdoms warrant-
ing their designation as states (Carneiro, 2000, p. 12,930). If; on the other hand, some validity
is accorded Dubreuil’s view that the key mechanism in accounting for structural emergence
was cognition, rather than warfare, then there may be a very different way of understanding the
importance of Carneiro’s examples (see the section Sanctions below). This argument originated
in a quite different view of chiefdoms and their leadership.

Power

In an influential discussion of social organization in early pre-state societies, the archaeologist
Renfrew (1974) distinguished two contrasting forms of chiefdom in third millennium BCE
Europe (especially southern Britain, early Malta and the Aegean) and Polynesia — with chiet-
dom being in his view an intermediary social unit between egalitarian tribes and civilization-
states. Disclaiming any implication in his categorization of a commitment to transitional society
typographical status and to evolutionary determinism, Renfrew (1974, p. 74) distinguished
group-oriented chiefdoms from individualizing chiefdoms, with the former defined as societies
in which:

96



Leadership and Longue Durée

personal wealth in terms of valuable possessions is not impressively documented, but where
the solidarity of the social unit was expressed most eftectively in communal or group
activities

and the latter as those in which:

a marked disparity in personal possessions and in other material indications of prestige
appears to document a salient personal ranking, yet often without evidence of large com-
munal meetings or activities.

Opver the last decade or so, Renfrew’s distinction has provided the impetus for dual-processing
(DP) theorists.

Their problem was Mesoamerica. A comparison of leadership in both the central Mexican
Mayan and Teotihuacan polities in what is known as the Classic period (300 cE=750 CE) was
not thought to be well served by existing classification schemes. For Blanton et al. (1996,
pp. 1-2), for example, evolutionary theories that highlighted increased political centralization
in the guise of chiefdoms and states as a response to socio-environmental stresses had no way
of accommodating competitive political strategies devised by actors in ancient civilizations to
construct polities and institutions. Feinman (2001, p. 153) likewise resisted what he termed
a centralization bias: the idea that hierarchy formation in polities “always entails the stark
concentration of power and wealth in the hands of a small number of individuals or specific
families”. Stimulated, as he said he was, by Renfrew’s chiefdom distinction (and also, subse-
quently, by a clutch of other theorists), Blanton (1998, pp. 150-151) substituted “network”
(or exclusionary) and “corporate”, respectively, for Renfrew’s individualizing and group-
oriented categories, to articulate two strategies, because for more than 3,000 years parts of
Mesoamerica had “displayed a complex pattern of cycling between more corporate and more
overt ruler-centred social formations, rather than a simple evolutionary stage sequence”. A
network strategy is a ruler-centred approach in which prestige goods and patrimonial rhetoric
(e.g. affirmation of kinship, lineage and ranked descent ties) are used to shore up elite privi-
lege and control of exchange systems, networks and wealth. A corporate strategy, by contrast,
“always involves the establishment and maintenance of a cognitive code that emphasizes the
corporate solidarity of society as an integrated whole, based on a natural, fixed, and immuta-
ble interdependence between subgroups and, in more complex societies, between rulers and
subjects” (Blanton et al., 1996, p. 6). In Classic Mayan society there were “elite individuals
who used their personal networks of ancestors, of affines, exchange partners and personal allies
as a basis of their power”. With Teotihuacan society, on the other hand, “one is hard pressed
to identify a single ruler at Classic period Teotihuacan in burial, text, or graphic depiction”.
Moreover, Teotihuacan art is noteworthy for “the absence of scenes in which certain humans
appear subordinated to other persons” (Feinman, 2001, pp. 164-165). Instead, Teotihuacan
was a hierarchical state which manifested collective leadership (in the guise of co-rulership) and
power sharing (Feinman, 2001, p. 167).

Proponents of a DP approach are keen to emphasize that, as polarities on a continuum of
possibilities, the network—corporate distinction allows for cycles of varying emphasis in different
polities. Indeed, pre-Classic Teotihuacan society appears to have had more individualistic rulers,
and therefore was more network-like, while socio-political formations in both pre- and post-
Classic Maya were much more corporate than in the Classic period. Moreover, “many ‘hybrid’
cases with features of both strategies can be enumerated”, particularly in late pre-Hispanic Aztec
society (Feinman, 2001, p. 173). While these network and corporate strategies indicate broadly
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contrasting ways in which hierarchy became institutionalized, in the interests of accuracy they
need to be complemented by evidence of the different pathways taken out of equality by forager
societies. In respect of centralization and the network side of the DP duality, the detailed syn-
thesis of evidence by Flannery and Marcus (2012, pp. 86—87) reveals that, for individual leaders,
achieved prestige and inherited nobility were not one and the same, and provided different bases
of legitimacy. Whereas “prestige accrues to the generous host”, nobility, by contrast, “belongs
to the child who inherits his father’s titles, crests, and sumptuary heirlooms”.

Achievement and Inheritance

The evidence surveyed thus far in this chapter indicates that the picture concerning leadership
and leaders in pre-state societies is exceedingly varied, with much of this complexity arising
out of the interplay between egalitarianism and stratification imperatives. What is more, when
Flannery and Marcus (2012, p. 91) can claim that agriculture does not always lead to inequal-
ity (contrary to evolutionary explanations of transitions between stages), that “many societies
remained egalitarian after thousands of years of farming”, and that still other societies “allowed
modest amounts of achieved renown but still resisted hereditary rank”, the picture risks becom-
ing even less straightforward. Pre-colonial New Guinea is a case in point. At the pinnacle of
prestige in densely populated highland Chimbu society, were yombo pondo or Big Men who,
while they made speeches, initiated or vetoed group activities, participated in regional exchanges
and directed the construction of ritual men’s houses, possessed nothing more than “strong influ-
ence”. Occupying no offices that bestowed them with genuine authority, their renown was
entirely accomplishment based and they were constantly being challenged by ambitious younger
males. Likewise for the Big Men of Mt. Hagen, there was “no authority to give commands and
no way to enforce them”; nor could their sons inherit their fathers’ prestige, as they “had to earn
it on their own” (Flannery & Marcus, 2012, pp. 96, 102).

Flannery and Marcus’s review also acknowledges the presence of corporate strategies. Thus,
while the Tewa and Hopi peoples, from the American South-West, and the Mandan and
Hidatsa, who were plains people, found ways of enabling talented individuals to achieve prestige
while also preventing the development of hereditary elites, all four “struck a balance between
personal ambition and community spirit” (Flannery and Marcus, 2012, p. 183). Likewise with
the Kachin societies of highland Burma, some of which manifested hereditary rank, while others
did not, and which also — based on early-twentieth-century fieldwork evidence — cycled back
and forth between hereditary privilege, in the guise of gumsa chiefs, and equality with gumlao
chiefs. (For DP scholars such as Blanton et al. (1996, p. 60), gumsa illustrates a network strategy
and gumlao is instanced as part of a corporate strategy.) There was a similar cycling in the slave-
owning Konyak Naga of Assam, although not in Polynesia (where in Tonga, for example, chiefs
shared power with councillors). One important change that was also a hallmark of emerging
rank societies was replacement of men’s houses (built originally by Big Men for ritual and cer-
emonial purposes, as well as to enshrine gender segregation for the purposes of sleeping arrange-
ments, particularly to keep young men away from young women, and for men to commune
with their ancestors) by temples for worship. Moreover, if a chief in a hereditary ranked society
was believed to possess a combination of mana (a supernatural life force), fohunga (expertise) and
foa (warrior bravery and toughness), then he was almost as powerful as a king. To complicate
matters further, in south-west Pacific Tikopia, where the claim to leadership was based on reli-
gious authority and genealogy, there were four chiefs heading up ranked clan lineages, but no
unified central authority and no one clan chief was able to impose his will on his fellow chiefs.
Yet another strand of pre-state leadership complexity is the opening up of alternative routes to
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institutionalized leadership. In the Manambu community of New Guinea and among the Ubaid
of southern Mesopotamia, for example, there were not only competing secular and religious
leadership pathways but also rivalry between both sets of leaders. Finally, there is an alternative
form of rank society in which hereditary privilege and wealth co-exist, although there are no
chiefs. Here, for example, while the aristocrats of the Apa Tani people of Assam (who were also
slave owners) provided community leaders, their elite leadership was collective and exercised by
a council, rather than being the preserve of an individual (Flannery & Marcus, 2001, pp. 210,
213, 215, 192, 321, 188, 289 and 258). In fact the Apa Tani councillors, Flannery and Marcus
(2012, p. 296) note, were (in Renfrew’s terms) “group-oriented members of an oligarchy”.

City States and Oligarchies

Oligarchs are individuals empowered by material wealth (in the form of property and income)
who are intensely focused on its defence (Winters, 2011, pp. 6—7). As a general rule, by virtue
of their command of such resources, oligarchies are able to assert minority power and influence,
although they need not be in positions of formal rule. Historically important oligarchies, how-
ever, ruled the city states of ancient Rome and Athens, and the Italian cities of Venice and Siena.
Most city states, or poleis, tended to be small in size and population, and ranged from 2,000 to
10,000 male citizens (Ferguson, 1991, p. 178).

The period of the Roman republic spanned 508 BCE to 27 BCE, followed by the empire:
the Principate of 27 BCE to 235 cE and then the Dominate from 235 CE to 476 BCE when the
western part of the empire fell and fragmented in feudal Europe. Oligarch wealth derived
from vast estates (latifundia). The major threat sources to second-century BCE ruling oligarchs
were internal, laterally from one another, and below from slaves. The city’s total population
was just shy of 1,000,000. Of the four landed social strata, the two highest categories of land-
owning citizens (senators) comprised a minuscule fraction of the population, although the vast
concentration of wealth in their hands was grossly disproportionate. Then followed the equites
(or knights) and municipal citizens, and then three landless categories: officers and praetorians,
soldiers and workers, and slaves and farm labourers. The 600 senators owned between them
250,000 household slaves in Rome (Winters, 2011, pp. 75, 90-101). In what was a system of’
collective, patriarchal rule, in which the coercive control of slaves was ruthless, an “elaborate
architecture of arrangements, rules, regulations and sanctions” was instituted to prevent lateral
and external threats (Winters, 2011, p. 101). Offices such as tribune, consul and dictator were
variously created and, except in the latter instance (a temporary appointee with unlimited pow-
ers for a limited duration and solely to confront emergencies), the authority of office-holders
was curtailed. The Roman oligarchy, itself a disarmed elite, instituted a range of protective
measures to keep the military in check: as property-holders, generals had shared interests with
the oligarchs and severe restrictions were imposed on their movements (and those of the legions
that they commanded) both in and out of Rome, and in regard to the carrying of weapons. It
was the gradual and eventual violation of “the unwritten commandments of collective oligar-
chic rule” that finally brought an end to the republic, and ushered into power “first general-
dictators and then general-emperors”, thereby transforming rather than ending oligarch rule
(Winters, 2011, p. 106).

There was a not dissimilar leadership pattern in Athens. In Greek city states generally there
was evidence of an extraordinary pattern of leadership diversity: “overlapping, layered, and
linked authority patterns — the co-existence and interaction of a great variety of entities which
individually might be located at different points along the political evolution continuum”
(Ferguson, 1991, p. 192). Archaic Greece existed from 800 to 500 BCE, followed by the Classical
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period in the fourth and fifth centuries BCE. An authoritarian period then ensued (322—146 BCE)
until Greece’s absorption by Rome. The population of Athens during the Classical period was
about 300,000 of whom the voting adult males numbered about 38,000. The basis of landed
wealth in Athens was farming, although the properties were nowhere near the scale of Roman
latifundia. Twelve hundred trierach oligarchs comprised the wealthiest citizens, immediately
beneath whom in the status ranks were (upper and lower) property-owning citizen hoplites
(infantry in the Athenian phalanx), then 24,000 thetes (farmers) and finally 120,000 slaves, with
the pattern of wealth concentration relatively flat by comparison with Rome. There was no
standing army in Athens, nor a regular police force and little bureaucracy. The potential for
external threats from other city states was genuine as was the threat of internal oligarch putsches
(Winters, 2011, pp. 77-90).

The key points of city state contrast, however, were less between Rome and Athens, but
between these two city states and the city of Siena. First, whereas the Roman and Athenian
oligarchs policed themselves by and large, for seven decades under collective rule of The Nine
(or Noveschi), a podesta or external person (of landed martial background) was contracted to
exercise coercive power in Siena, sufficient to overwhelm an oligarch in the event of intra-
oligarchic attacks (Winters, 2011, pp. 124-127). Second, while The Nine comprised a govern-
ing council that appointed city officials and made policy, this body was not only an instance of
collective leadership, but also (in eftect) of collective leadership rotation. Members served for
two months only and were unable to serve again for another 20 months, with a consequence
of this practice being that over a period of 70 years there was “dizzying leadership turnover” as
about 1,000 individuals held office (Winters, 2011, p. 129).

Sanctions

Although these city-state examples illustrate only one of Winters” four types of oligarchies —
ruling, as distinct from his warring, civil and sultanistic categories — they provide an interesting
sidelight on a problem associated with the emergence of hierarchy, as posed by Dubreuil, i.e.
the burden of keeping track of leaders and how to manage their punishment. The consequences
arising from the adoption of both the DP strategies summarized earlier illustrates this point
(Dubreuil, 2013, p. 185). The effect of locating authority in assemblies, councils or a plurality of
competing power centres, as part of a corporate strategy, is to establish a series of diffused checks
on the potential actions of a headman, a chief or a leader. With personal networks centralized on
a leader, on the other hand, the guarantee of restraints on arbitrariness and that leader’s pursuit
of aggrandizing self-interest are significantly weakened. Curiously, perhaps with the exception
of the Siena example (in its reliance on a podesta), the collective surveillance of the oligarchs in
the Athenian and Rome cases echoes the joint policing by foragers of potential norm violators
among their own band members.

Leaders and rulers are not angels, as James Madison was quoted as saying in the note to the
chapter’s title, in which case there has to be some form of monitoring. But monitoring between
leaders and led operates in both vertical directions, and it becomes costly and difticult when
group sizes increase. Here is where Carneiro’s earlier example of the temporary leadership
structure to manage the foragers’ summer buftalo hunt takes on its significance. The handing
over of expanded powers to a tribal chief, to be assisted by men’s societies — in parallel with the
Siena Nine’s contracting out to a podesta — signals downward checking of norm maintenance
and potential violation, the point being that the sheer weight of numbers of hunt participants
(a dozen bands of about 50 members each) imposes a severe cognitive constraint on being
able to punish potential infringers directly and creates an incentive for the establishment of a
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delegation of sanction system. After all, the success of such an annual voluntary cooperative
venture is otherwise potentially imperilled. In microcosm with this example, then, is to be
found Dubreuil’s (2013, p. 169) explanation for the emergence of hierarchy in states:

growing group size depends on the ability to find institutions that relieve the burden on
cognition by focusing social monitoring on a few salient individuals. If these individuals are
turned into reliable indicators of the trustworthiness of larger groups, the costs of sanctions
may be prevented from rising.

In effect, the forager bands in Carneiro’s example established what Dubreuil terms a set of
secondary rules and an additional layer of norms about their enforcement, albeit for temporary
purposes (the duration of the summer hunt). It is resort to secondary rule making that provides
the basis of a social division of sanction. This division and the multiplication of corporate
groups (i.e. as in the second of the two DP strategies) “allow stateless societies to control
the rising costs of sanction and to build groups of thousands of individuals” (Dubreuil, 2013,
p. 169). As a hierarchical institutional arrangement, delegation of sanction offers a guarantee
of stability, because on the one hand it “multiplies the number of dependents whom salient
individuals can count on” and generates benefits for them (Dubreuil, 2013, p. 204, original
italicized), while, on the other hand, provided these salient individuals do not violate the
norms that they are meant to safeguard, it creates an “emotion of gratitude toward the supe-
rior” (Dubreuil, 2013, p. 205, original italics).

Conclusion

Part of the purpose of this chapter, by means of longue durée, was to highlight the virtues of’
a historical perspective on leadership. The point here is to be able to get to grips with the
fact that, as a core function in securing the success of human cooperative ventures, leadership
(and the field of leadership) has a legacy. Like anything else, leadership and leaders become natu-
ralized — taken for granted as simply there and part of the scheme of things or the furniture of
the mind, with the internal conversation being something like: just accept them, don’t question
the need for them, simply get on and do. But what does that legacy have to say? As with other
phenomena, leadership and leaders have to come from somewhere, in which case there are rea-
sons for their existence. They do not just happen. The two DP power strategies in combination
with Dubreuil’s recent mind-based theory of hierarchy, therefore, will have hopefully indicated
that a plausible explanation for leadership’s existence in its various guises is possible and also,
potentially, persuasive. The explanation is possible, although to some extent still hypothetical,
because so much of the archaeological (and to a lesser extent the anthropological) evidence base
on which this or any alternative explanation for leadership’s emergence relies comprises a large
body of inferences from limited data rather than direct observation and self-report.

Necessarily, the discussion in the chapter was confined to mostly pre-state examples of
leaders and leadership, with the consequence that a vast literature on kingship and states
simply could not be included for review. Not only that, but even within the confines of the
archaic society focus adopted there were phenomena that could only be alluded to in pass-
ing, such as intriguing forms of dual leadership (for more examples and citations see Gronn,
2010, pp. 413—415). That said, the other hope is that the indication provided here of the
array of forms taken by leadership as it emerged in early societies will have strengthened my
initial claim about the inherent hybridity of this important human function. While one obvi-
ous appeal of the linguistic leader—followers template that has had common currency in the
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field for so long has been to facilitate the simplification of complex (and perhaps unpalatable)
realities, in historical terms it simply does not cut the mustard. A similar observation applies
to leadership when it is thought of as being pretty much the exclusive preserve of individu-
als: to marginalize or expunge plural forms of leadership from the way in which it might be
configured is to short change knowledge and to not really do justice to the real world. Like
so many other things in life, these are inconvenient truths.

Notes

1 “If men were angels, no government would be necessary” (James Madison, The Federalist Papers, no. 51).

2 In the research discussed in this chapter, the authors use a number of abbreviations to express periodiza-
tion. Rather than standardizing these, the original usage has been retained. Bp = Before the Present;
ce = Common (or Current) Era; BCE = Before the Common (or Current) Era.
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Critical Perspectives on Leadership
Studies

A Narrow Normative Programme
or a Broad Church?

Scott Taylor and Jackie Ford

Introduction

Critical management studies (CMS) and critical management education (CME) have been used
as ways of analysing organisation and management for almost a quarter of a century. Research
and education from this perspective shine Marxian, post-structural, and postmodern lights on
strategy, marketing, accounting, human resource management, and other managerial activities.
Yet leadership as an activity and a field of study has mostly escaped attention from this form
of critique. This is an odd neglect, given how central the key critical concept of power has
been to both critical analysis and to understanding leadership (Collinson, 2014). The oversight
is addressed by recent scholarship which sets out two approaches to critical leadership studies
(CLS). One approach suggests a dialectical location of the practice of leadership within organisa-
tions, to emphasise the inevitable dilemmas and contradictions produced through the exercise
of power (Collinson, 2014). A second approach is more focused on ‘deliberated leadership’, a
form of practice characterised by openness to academic intervention that provokes collective
deliberation on the nature of leading (Alvesson and Spicer, 2012). The dialectical is designed to
surface tensions and dilemmas in the practice of leadership; the deliberated relies on reflection-
in-action during and after the practice of leadership. Both approaches enable better understand-
ing of leading, in that they bring key conceptual issues in CMS and CME to the centre of our
understandings of leading and leadership. However, we see more potential and value in the
dialectical approach, as it focuses on what leaders do in an everyday sense, and the organisational
conditions that all leaders work within. Here, we also suggest that, if closer attention were
paid to identity and subjectivity within critical perspectives, this would enable more purposeful
research and more meaningful education in this area. This would help respond to a key tenet of
‘being critical’ in seeking progressive change in leadership practice.

This chapter begins by briefly reviewing the development of CMS and CME over the time
of its formal existence (i.e. since it was labelled as such), to identify key theoretical and educa-
tional resources members of that community draw on and promote. We note the implications
of those resources and their use for the study of leadership. Our argument takes seriously the
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claim that belonging to the critical community need not, or should not, involve adherence to a
specific unitarist theoretical perspective (Willmott, 2013). Indeed, we draw here on the sugges-
tion that one of the key strengths of CMS is its theoretical and educational pluralism, including
the tolerance of approaches that apparently contradict or challenge each other. We suggest that
CLS as constituted in a normative form is moving towards a somewhat unitarist approach, and
so outline an alternative perspective based on a more heterodox understanding of being critical.
We draw on other writers’ work to do this, bringing issues of identity, subjectivity, and plural-
ism to the fore (Ford et al., 2008; Collinson, 2011). We work towards framing the proposal
that CLS can be a series of ‘broad, diverse and heterogeneous perspectives that share a concern
to critique the power relations and identity constructions through which leadership dynamics
are often produced, frequently rationalised, sometimes resisted and occasionally transformed’
(Collinson, 2011: 181). However, we build on this to emphasise that power relations and
identity construction is also an aspect of doing critical research and education on leadership.

This first section is the foundation for the rest of the chapter. We then explore in more
detail the promise and potential of perhaps the highest profile CLS framework as a program-
matic approach to research and education on the activities and discourses associated with the
‘lead~’ terms (Alvesson and Spicer, 2012). In this, we note the extensive research and educa-
tional work that has happened on the margins of; or in parallel to, uncritical leadership studies
(cf. Willmott (2013) on ‘uncritical management studies’) that does not qualify for inclusion
within this variant of CLS. This focuses on two issues: first, that there has long been a critical
literature on leadership which has not used the term; and second, that there is a more recent
literature in this area that focuses on critiques of bad leaders, leadership as a means of achiev-
ing control over employees, and the performative effects of writing and talking about lead-
ing. The studies of leadership and leading we identify, both historical and contemporary, are
specifically excluded from a narrowly envisioned and potentially unitarist programmatic CLS
approach because of their allegedly negative tone and epistemological positioning as interpre-
tivist. Instead, our reading of this heritage of ‘small ¢’ critical studies of leadership suggests that
there has long been and continues to be a broad church of scholarship that provides productive,
sometimes implicit critiques of leadership and leadership studies, that have considerable value.
Above all, we suggest that the studies we identify ask difficult questions of leaders, leading,
and leadership, and encourage ethical reflection on practice, performance, and research object.
In addition, we argue that these studies are epistemologically reflexive, thereby responding to
a key tenet of CMS in their understanding of what it means to seek to generate knowledge.

We conclude the chapter by revisiting the key theoretical bases for CLS, dialectics and
performativity, in the light of our argument. We then suggest an alternative perspective on
these aspects of being critical in relation to leadership and leadership studies. Our proposal is
based on an alternative reading of Judith Butler’s (2002) approach to critique, which suggests
a closer examination of the reflexive construction of knowledge within its epistemological and
ontological power relations. This, we argue, enables better understanding of the formation of
an ethical subject, understanding the subject as leader, the subject of leadership studies, and the
subject as the leadership researcher.

Critical Management Studies (and Uncritical Management Studies)

There are many accounts of the origins and development of critical management studies (e.g. Adler
et al., 2007; Alvesson et al., 2009), as befits an approach to studying management and organisa-
tion that is intended to be inherently epistemologically reflexive (Fournier and Grey, 2000). The
basic narrative is uncontroversial — Mats Alvesson and Hugh Willmott (1992) first drew together
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a European and North American group of scholars to set out the possibility of a specific form of’
critique for analysing marketing, industrial psychology, accounting, and operations research. This
initial statement of possibility and intent developed fairly rapidly with the publication of mono-
graphs (Alvesson and Wilmott, 1996), methods guidebooks (Alvesson and Deetz, 2000), and finally
summative handbooks (Alvesson ef al., 2009). The intellectual focus of CMS is often challenged,
or sometimes simply dismissed as unoriginal (Perrow, 2008), its links to action are problematised
(King and Learmonth, 2015), and the community’s cultural practices have also come under scrutiny
(Bell and King, 2010; Tatli, 2011). In this section we focus on the conceptual work that has been
done to provide theoretical underpinnings for critical analysis and education, particularly positions
taken on the creation of knowledge. We see this work as falling into three broad conceptual areas.

First, most prominently, CMS and CME draw on critical theory (Alvesson and Willmott,
2012). This base has a number of consequences. It creates a tendency towards a politically left-
ist perspective, it takes the damage caused by capitalism as a given, and it combines these two
positions in propositions for change (Adler ef al., 2007). However, while critical theory is a
foundation, proponents frequently caution against interpreting ‘it as an orthodoxy (Adler ef al.,
2007). Critical theory is therefore suggested as a resource alongside a second key conceptual
attitude, represented in the range of epistemological and political positions gathered under the
catchall of ‘post-’ perspectives. These include the post-structural, within which analysis looks to
Foucault and Derrida’s work above all; postcolonial, drawing from work done at least initially
by literary theorists; and postmodern, although this latter is now infrequently invoked, at least as
an explicit stance. Finally, most recently and most relevant to us here, CMS has engaged with
critical psychoanalytic perspectives, particularly post-Freudian approaches to subjectivity and
identity. This work is often located within or alongside feminist analysis (Calas and Smircich,
2006). Alongside the analytical and theoretical work done in the name of CMS, there has also
been activity to frame critical approaches to management education. Initially this framing was
explicit, and it acquired its own acronym, CME (French and Grey, 1996); latterly, our sense is
that CME has developed less clearly, conceptually and empirically, than CMS.!

More recently, the ideas and practices associated with CMS and CME have been further, very
usefully, differentiated from ‘uncritical management studies’ (UMS) (Willmott, 2013). UMS
is characterised by a ‘pervasive but unacknowledged subscription to managerialism in which
knowledge is generated and disseminated for management, not of management’ (Willmott, 2013:
283). This further implies, as Willmott goes on to argue, the production of knowledge and
provision of education that serves individuals and/or their profession in a narrow sense, as they
attempt to secure resources and status in the world-as-is. In this description of a scientistic and
careerist field of research and practice, researchers, educators, and learners apparently agree to
suspend the empirical realities of discrimination, socially produced inequality, damage enabled
by economic theories-in-practice, or the possibility of a non-capitalist economics and ethic.
More importantly, however, it seems that studying organisational dynamics from within UMS
involves neglect, or outright denial, of power relations in the production, dissemination, and
application of knowledge. This is, as Willmott rightly notes, a version of scholarship and learn-
ing that falls sadly short of even good conventional scientific practice. That involves intellectual
openness, self-doubt, critique of existing theory and practice, and reflexivity in relation to
knowledge production, none of which UMS encourages.

Studying Leadership Critically: Conventions from CMS

As Collinson (2011, 2014) argues, it is puzzling that leadership, leaders, and leading have all
been neglected by critical researchers and educators. Belatedly, Alvesson and Spicer (2012)
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provided what would become an influential statement of what it might mean to be critical in
relation to leadership and leadership studies. Our argument from this point forward focuses on
this statement of intent as simultaneously enabling and problematic. We explore the possibility
that this framing of what it is to be critical, which starts by categorising contributions to leader-
ship studies into three approaches (functionalist, interpretive-uncritical, critical-as-negative), is
not helpful in developing the field because:

e interpretive research, dismissed as uncritical by Alvesson and Spicer, can, and often has
been, critical in the sense that we understand the term;

e there is critical ontological and epistemological work being done in leadership studies to
frame the idea of leading that does not fit with their definition of critical-as-negative, but
which we believe is central to developing the field (and speaks to a broader understanding
of critical);

e  through a programmatic selectivity as to what is critical and, more importantly, what is
not critical, the possibility of understanding or teaching leadership critically is severely
limited to a specific orthodoxy, challenging the convention of CMS and CME as hetero-
dox and open.

Finally, in making their case for CLS, Alvesson and Spicer emphasise from the outset that
they want to affirm the importance of leadership. They define it pragmatically, in the sense of
practising authority; for them, leadership is simply influence, of individuals, institutions, and
other structures. This is obviously a functionalist, individualist definition and perspective, an
issue that we return to later.

The programmatic normative approach to critically researching and teaching leadership that
Alvesson and Spicer promote is founded on academic intervention into practice as ‘critical per-
formativity’. This is based on Spicer et al.’s (2009) interpretation of Butler’s work, in which she
outlines the idea of performativity and its practice. The logic within the definition of CLS as
performative runs as follows: the act of leadership may be emancipatory. However, achieving
its radical potential is dependent on interplay with established structures of power (the organisa-
tional, social, political, and economic conditions of work and management that CMS developed
to challenge). In engaging, however, critical analysis must accept the principle of performance,
because we rely on it to be able to develop knowledge and practise critique. Our performances
must be subversive as well as performative, but not too challenging to the fundamental struc-
tures of everyday life. (One of the examples given by Spicer ef al. (2009) is the impossibility that
critical research and education faces in critiquing the airline industry, because we are dependent
on it to attend international conferences to present the work.) This form of critical performa-
tivity is best accomplished, in this argument, by academics as analysts, educators, and leaders,
working together to enable leaders to achieve the kind of subversive micro-emancipations that
might make collective or systemic change happen.

This is, we think, a very interesting argument that has contributed towards framing criti-
cal approaches to understanding leadership studies and teaching leadership. However, we are
not comfortable with the conceptual frame that structures the recommended moves to action.
The key concern we have is the relationship constructed between critique and performativity,
because that is the central contribution of the approach. For that reason, we think it is important
to examine both of these terms and their associated implications in everyday action, which we
are able to do in a close reading of a statement Butler made on them. This reading has implica-
tions for how critique, and therefore CMS, CME, and above all CLS, are accomplished, and
through that, the outcomes we can expect of its practice.
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Butler’s (2002) examination of critique in the context of performativity begins by building
on Williams’s and Adorno’s work, especially Williams’s observation that criticism became asso-
ciated with fault-finding or judgement. Instead, Williams proposed an understanding of criti-
cism as practice in a specific context that implies or demands the practice of a set of values that
does not involve judgement. If we judge as well, we are assimilating our critique into what Adorno
called the ‘prevailing constellations of power’ that we purport to be in opposition to, because
the act of judgement separates the critic from the social world. Rather than simply incorporate
the critiqued into existing categories or knowledge through judgement, an alternative form of’
critique involves questioning the constitution of categories, the construction of knowledge,
and what these processes suppress. The primary task of critique is then to bring to the fore the
framework of evaluation, rather than judge the object.

Simply the act of asking what critique is, as Foucault did and as Butler does here by engag-
ing with his work in developing her argument, enacts critique. This does not need to be
either aesthetic or nihilistic (interpretive or critical-negative, in Alvesson and Spicer’s terms).
Rather, it opens an epistemological space, or makes clear the epistemological constraints of’
any space that we attempt to open, so that incoherences and silences can be identified. This
in turn demands the practice of virtue, understood as ethics which require something more
than following established rules and orders. Morality in this form as a researcher or educator
requires a self-transformation through engaging with forms of knowledge that are strange or
disturbing, as well as being continually aware of the ethical and normative implications of
critiquing, especially its alternative forms of actions or thinking which are presented as better,
more eftective (in any sense), or more ethical.

The Challenges of Performativity: The Individual Academic
in the Social Structure

Butler’s exploration of critique is founded on the idea that it can be an institutionalised prac-
tice, discourse, episteme, institution, or a more general practice, a philosophy of critique. It is
not fault finding or judgement, but a values-based practice founded on suspending judgement.
Importantly, this practice does not involve locating critique in or through our existing structural
conditions, because critique should seek to expose those as they are practised, including by those
positioning themselves as critics. This is because judgement involves separation from the social
world, withdrawal from praxis, and construction of a hierarchy based on knowledge and under-
standing. (In other words, the performance of judgement either explicitly or implicitly implies
a lack of reflexivity, as to the social embeddedness of the critic.)

As practice, critique in this form involves reflecting on the kind of question that is being
asked, and how responses are framed, including in analysis. This latter is key, because it often
involves asking ‘what are we to do?” (again, a key issue within CMS as originally formu-
lated, perhaps as a result of Marxist roots). This inevitably means assuming a ‘we’, and the
desirability of having a set of normative goals that we can then work towards. As an alterna-
tive, Butler pursues an understanding of the practice of critique by offering a Foucauldian
perspective that relocates his arguments in this area as a guide towards engagement with
normativity. Her reading of Foucault’s work begins from the observation that he proposed
that critique could only be understood as relational, a thing or a practice that we can only
ever approximate. Critique depends on objects, and those objects delineate the meaning of’
critique. Critique must be based on understanding the way we evaluate the objects we seek
to critique, nof the production of our own alternative normative guide to action or thought.
This in turn allows us to see what is wrong with the way questions are asked, as well as
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answered, and to begin to generate more interesting ethical and political questions about the
object of critique.

This suggests that critical leadership studies, as represented in the programmatic approach
proposed by Alvesson and Spicer, is not only asking the wrong question, it is asking the ques-
tions in the wrong way altogether. Simply by including the term ‘leadership’ in the title of the
approach, they are failing to ask questions of how they critique the object and the object itself.
So what would a more reflexive practice of critique look and feel like, in relation to leading,
leaders, and leadership? As we have outlined, there are alternative approaches to being critical
of leadership. Based on our reading of Butler’s work, we would suggest that CLS might begin
from the acceptance that critique is a continuous activity for all involved in the social practice
(in our case here, leaders, followers, and researchers/critical commentators), that may not, or
should not, result in a normative alternative. In other words, leadership and leading cannot be
reconstructed or reconfigured through critique; rather, the epistemologies that bring us to the
point of suggesting leadership and leading as inevitably ontologically real should be resisted or
avoided, because that produces impossible incoherences and damaging silences (Wood, 2005;
Kelly, 2008, 2014).

Second, critique might be understood as an ethical act, that is, as a non-prescriptive form
of moral inquiry. This is a description of an ethics that is not circumscribed by any established
norms of action, behaviour, thought, or knowledge construction. It is, in short, unprescrip-
tive in as many ways as possible, in an attempt to avoid laws, rules, and commands. However,
the purpose of this is not simply avoidance. There is a positive aim underlying this practice,
to explore what might be changed in practice, thought, and the construction of understanding
through knowledge. In particular, knowledge that has been previously un-thought, or unthink-
able, may bring the practitioner of critique and her research subjects to a position of difference,
perhaps even indicate the possibility of a transformed self. So the answer to the question ‘what is
to be done?” becomes ‘critique’ — critique as practice, as non-prescriptive acts of inquiry, and as
raising the possibilities of other forms of knowledge that might exist outside the epistemological
conventions inhabited to date.

Butler notes the importance of understanding the practice of critique as intentional or vol-
untary action. In this, the self and prevailing norms of conduct interact, including problematisation
of any normative framework. It is this, which we understand as a significant extension of performa-
tivity and therefore of the normative frame that threatens to frame critical leadership studies
as perspective and practice, that forms the basis of the remainder of this chapter. We examine
what it might mean for all of those involved in practising and understanding leadership if this
form of critique is practised. We do this in three ways: first, by locating critique in relation to
a historical classic of critical leadership studies alongside a contemporary interpretive analysis;
second, by re-examining the notion of performativity which is so central to CLS; and, third,
by raising the possibility that critical analysis of leadership might be a more widespread practice
than normative CLS allows.

Critiques of Leadership: The Long View and a Significant
Contemporary Exclusion

The Institute of Industrial Relations at the University of California hosted a number of research-
ers and educators who wrote foundational analyses of work and management. Melville Dalton’s
1959 book Men Who Manage is one of the most enduring. It is a significant book for anyone
interested in learning about the ethical nature of managerial work, as well as a methodological
classic that centres on the ethics of the research process. In other words, while researching the
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managerial work that gives his book its title, Dalton also came to think of himself as an ethical
presence during the research process. This may have been provoked by the fact that some of
his fieldwork was participant observation, during which Dalton worked as a manager; or it may
have been a result of Dalton’s working life prior to taking up academic work (Dalton’s formal
childhood education was short, so he began work early in service jobs such as hotel bellhop, and
then moved into heavy industrial work (Stewart, 1979)). That form of research is not inherently
reflexive, but it certainly encourages an understanding of data collection and the work being
studied as embodied, emotive, and meaningful.

Dalton’s book, like his other work, is primarily concerned with the social practices and
sociological significance of managing in a large organisation. The analysis presented in Men
Who Manage centres on conflict and ethical boundaries, always focused on the people who
act, but equally cognisant of the structural conditions that an organisation provides. The term
‘leadership’ is present in the index to the book, but careful reading suggests analysis of it is
absent in the text. It is, however, very clear from Dalton’s fieldwork that he is concerned with
understanding the people who work at the hierarchical peak of the organisation, who are paid
in part for their authority, exercise power over colleagues, and are permitted power to make
happen or prevent action.

Dalton’s book is both deeply negative, in that he identifies many damaging practices (see
especially the chapters on the career ladder and informal rewards), and interpretive (as is to
be expected from a participant—observational ethnography). These two features, taken with
the oblique treatment of leadership and leading, suggest locating Dalton’s analysis outside the
conventions of CLS, certainly in its more normative form. That would, we believe, be a great
shame for two reasons. First, work like Dalton’s is closer to the practice of leadership than most
contemporary management and organisational research. It provides rare insight, sometimes
sympathetically and sometimes critically, to the everyday lives of people who have acquired
authority and some form of power. Second, this kind of research is critical in the sense that
Butler wrote about many years later. Dalton’s narrative continually questions his own judge-
ment, and his right to put himself as a researcher into a position of judgement. In this respect,
Dalton puts himself and his analysis alongside the people and the contexts that he collected data
around.

Notwithstanding, Dalton’s research and many similar analyses in that tradition may not be
considered critical, especially from a normative CLS perspective. Our second exemplary piece
of analysis is similar in being excluded, but for very different reasons. Published almost 50 years
later, Amanda Sinclair’s Leadership for the Disillusioned is, from the title on, almost exclusively
concerned with all variations on the ‘lead~" term — there are few pages on which it does not
appear. It might be read as a guidebook, as it introduces conventional perspectives on leader-
ship, teaching and learning practices commonly used in communicating knowledge about
leadership, and then much less well recognised ways of thinking about leading. Chapters on
power, bodies, breath and mind, identity, spirit, and ego all provoke thought and incite action.

This book is also essentially empirical. Sinclair draws on classically constructed case stud-
ies of individual leaders, based on observation and interview; however, she also takes a con-
siderable risk in drawing on her experiences of teaching and experiences of leading. These
aspects of the empirical content of the book, echoing Dalton’s risk-taking in conducting covert
participant—observational data collection, broaden the meaning of the analysis (as well as making
the narrative a lot more intrinsically interesting than most books on leadership).

Sinclair is clear about how and why she presents her analysis as critical. She wants readers to
think beyond the individual hero; to consider the self as well as others as an object of analysis
and improvement; to question an instrumental focus on ends, to the neglect of means; and to
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consider purpose (beyond goals, targets, or self-interest). This is a form of critique that resonates
strongly with Butler’s perspective, as described above. It says little or nothing to a programmatic,
normative approach to CLS, which perhaps explains its neglect by those writing that tradition
into being. (There might also be, to state the very obvious, a gendered aspect to the exclusion
of Sinclair’s work, especially as it challenges the masculine norms that frame academic work.)

A Broad Critical Church?

For most of its practitioners, CMS and CME are underpinned by a sense of radical critique
(Adler et al., 2007). We are no different in this respect; we encourage our students and our selves
to think and act in ways that could be categorised as radical. For us that term signifies a desire to
provoke change in and around organisations and organisation theory, such that established social
patterns and structures can be disrupted in the service of creating better worlds to work and live
in. These patterns of thought and action can include management practices such as performance
appraisal or personal development; economic structures such as capitalism; political strategies
such as colonialism; or the cultural practices enshrined in belief systems. It is considerably more
than just scepticism or routine critical academic thinking. It need not be violent, revolutionary,
or even leftist — there are also radical possibilities in a more progressive or liberal model of think-
ing and acting. Whatever the politics, radical critique must, for us, involve a degree of reflexivity
on the construction of knowledge and authority in academic research and educational work.
The main purpose of this chapter has been to suggest that this is a possibility for critical perspec-
tives on leadership that has not yet been considered, and that is crucially important if we are to
avoid the obvious mistakes that we are so critical of in the practice of leadership we research.

Those self-identifying as participants in the CMS, CME, and CLS communities are often
keen to differentiate from mainstream, uncritical analysis and education. This includes those
who criticise managers or management research from within ‘prevailing structures of domi-
nation’ (Adler ef al., 2007: 121). In other words, in order to be ‘properly critical’, research
and education must look to systemic levels of action, politics, and economy. Here, however,
we have concentrated on a further aspect of being critical, in its relationship to knowledge
production. We have done this because Butler’s notion of performativity forms such a key
aspect of being critical in relation to leadership studies and development, as the normative CLS
programme makes clear. This is not just a question of reflexivity, central as that must always
be to critical research and education. Rather, we have suggested that subject, subjectivity, and
subjectivisation wind around the possibility of being critical.

This, we believe, dovetails well with the historical intellectual background that CMS emerged
from. Critical analyses can take many forms, from the most radical that propose large-scale
political and economic change (Warhurst, 1998), to the more conservative, sometimes based on
individual or collective self-interest (Perrow, 2008). There is, however, often a missing subject
in these proposals, and for that reason we return in conclusion to the approach to critique that
inspired us to attempt this chapter. In particular, we have explored the appropriation of per-
formativity into a markedly narrow means through which to research and teach leadership criti-
cally. Above all, we want to emphasise in our reading of the programmatic, normative approach
to CLS that it neglects the academic subject in that process. Butler interprets Foucault’s late
writings as an encouragement to reflect on the product of our critique. If critique is closely
associated with a specific issue or problem, Butler suggests its practice will very likely coalesce
into a particular social ontology and a specific subjectivity. The freedom to critique becomes
an exercise of power. Critique, however, may enable considerably more than that, if practised
reflexively. This could be especially fruitful if the relationship between self and normative frame
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is held up to the light, such that the epistemological horizon that delimits practices is brought
into question (or at least acknowledged). It is this final, crucial, step that we have argued CLS
does not make — indeed, does not even make possible.

Theoretically, we think this can be achieved by much closer engagement with the emerg-
ing understanding of leadership or leadership studies as an aspect of negative ontology. This
responds to Knights and McCabe’s (2015) recent observation that much analysis of the 2008
global financial crisis and its continuing aftermath rests on the same paradigmatic assumptions
that underpin the actions and analysis it was built upon. The assumption they expose is the
traditional modernist one of instrumental rationality, which in turn produces a disembodied
technocratic approach to work and organisation. Here, we have focused on a different form
of assumption, related to the nature of knowledge and critique. We have suggested that CLS,
as set out in a programmatic narrowly performative form, excludes significant contributions to
critiquing leaders and leadership, and restricts the nature of critique to a highly specific form.

Empirically, it is clear that researchers, critical or uncritical, will continue to focus on practis-
ing leadership, whether as an essentialised activity and subjectivity, or as a socially constructed
reality. However, more attention could be paid to absences in leadership and the absence of
leadership in structurally unusual organisational settings (Sutherland ef al., 2014). Similarly,
research methods that allow for absence or difference, such as grounded theory and more induc-
tive approaches, would provoke the development of difterent ways of thinking about the act of
leading and the people we identify as leaders. Finally, it is worth emphasising that we do see a
bright future for CLS. As we noted at the outset, it has taken a relatively long time for leader-
ship studies to discover its critical possibilities. Critique remains, for us, the most insightful way
of engaging with the practice and theory of leadership. However, if CLS is to develop in ways
that are engaged, we would argue that it urgently needs to acknowledge, and problematise, its
own normativity, subjectivity, and epistemology, especially if the practice of critique is intended
as an ethical act in its own right.

Note

1 This outline is deliberately short, terse, and representative only at the very broadest level. CMS and to a
lesser extent CME are notable in approaches to management and organisational analysis for the volume
of review, summary, state-of-the-field pieces — we do not want to reprise those or attempt to reproduce
that approach here.

References

Adler, P., Forbes, L., and Willmott, H. (2007) ‘Critical management studies’, Academy of Management
Annals, 1: 119-179.

Alvesson, M. and Deetz, S. (2000) Doing Critical Management Research. London: Sage.

Alvesson, M. and Spicer, A. (2012) ‘Critical leadership studies: The case for critical performativity’, Human
Relations, 65 (3): 367-390.

Alvesson, M. and Willmott, H. ([first edition, 1996] 2012) Making Sense of Management. London: Sage.

Alvesson, M. and Willmott, H. (eds) (1992) Studying Management Critically. London: Sage.

Alvesson, M., Bridgman, T., and Willmott, H. (eds) (2009) The Oxford Handbook of Critical Management
Studies. Oxtord: Oxford University Press.

Bell, E. and King, D. (2010) ‘The elephant in the room: Critical Management Studies conferences as a site
of body pedagogics’, Management Learning, 41 (4): 429—-442.

Butler, J. (2002) “What is critique? An essay on Foucault’s virtue’, in Ingram, D. (ed) The Political: Blackwell
Readings in Continental Philosophy. Oxford: Blackwell. pp. 212-228.

Calas, M. and Smircich, L. (2006) ‘From “the woman’s” point of view: Feminist approaches to organization
studies’, in Clegg, S., Hardy, C., and Nord, W. (eds) Handbook of Organization Studies. London: Sage.

112



Critical Perspectives on Leadership Studies

Collinson, D. (2011) ‘Critical leadership studies’, in Bryman, A., Collinson, D., Grint, K., Jackson, B., and
Uhl-Bien, M. (eds) The Sage Handbook of Leadership. London: Sage.

Collinson, D. (2014) ‘Dichotomies, dialectics and dilemmas: New directions for critical leadership studies’,
Leadership, 10 (1): 36-55.

Dalton, M. (1959) Men Who Manage. New York: Wiley.

Ford, J., Harding, N., and Learmonth, M. (2008) Leadership as Identity: Constructions and Deconstructions.
London: Palgrave Macmillan.

Fournier, V. and Grey, C. (2000) ‘At the critical moment: Conditions and prospects for Critical
Management Studies’, Human Relations, 53 (1): 7-32.

French, R. and Grey, C. (eds) (1996) Rethinking Management Education. London: Sage.

Kelly, S. (2008) ‘Leadership: A categorical mistake?’, Human Relations, 61 (6): 763—782.

Kelly, S. (2014) ‘Towards a negative ontology of leadership’, Human Relations, 67 (8): 905-922.

King, D. and Learmonth, M. (2015) ‘Can Critical Management Studies ever be “practical”? A case study
in engaged scholarship’, Human Relations, 68 (3): 353-375.

Knights, D. and McCabe, D. (2015) ‘Masters of the Universe: Demystifying leadership in the context of
the 2008 global financial crisis’, British_Journal of Management, 26: 197-210.

Perrow, C. (2008) ‘Conservative radicalism’, Organization, 15 (6): 915-921.

Sinclair, A. (2007) Leadership for the Disillusioned. Crows Nest: Allen & Unwin.

Spicer, A., Alvesson, M., and Karreman, D. (2009) ‘Critical performativity: The unfinished business of
Critical Management Studies’, Human Relations, 62 (4): 537-560.

Stewart, P. (1979) ‘Obituary, Melville Dalton’, ASA Footnotes, 7 (5): 10.

Sutherland, N., Land, C., and Béhm, S. (2014) ‘Anti-leaders(hip) in social movement organizations: The
case of autonomous grassroots groups’, Organization, 21 (6): 759-781.

Tatli, A. (2011) ‘On the power and poverty of critical (self) reflection in Critical Management Studies: A
comment on Ford, Harding and Learmonth’, British_Journal of Management, 23 (1): 22-30.

Warhurst, C. (1998) ‘Recognising the possible: The organization and control of a socialist process’,
Administrative Science Quarterly, 43 (2): 470—497.

Willmott, H. (2013) ‘Reflections on the darker side of power analytics’, Academy of Management Perspectives,
27 (4): 281-286.

Wood, M. (2005) ‘The fallacy of misplaced leadership’, Journal of Management Studies, 42 (6): 1101-1121.

113



8

Psychoanalytic Perspectives
on Leadership

Irma Rybnikova

Introduction

Psychoanalysis in general, and the psychoanalytical perspective on leadership in particular,
belong to the approaches challenging the long-standing dominance of the rationality of human
behavior. It does this by highlighting the unconscious processes framing organizations, lead-
ership, leaders, and subordinates. In leadership studies, psychoanalytical approaches not only
point to the unconsciousness as an integral part of the leadership work, but also highlight the
importance of early childhood experience for the behavior of leaders and subordinates. Having
its seeds in the work of Sigmund Freud, dating back more than one hundred years, the psy-
choanalytical perspective on leadership has a barely visible but long-lasting tradition. Instead of
considering man as a rational agent, position holder or a wheel of the organizational machinery,
psychoanalytical perspectives share the understanding of organizational actors as psychic subjects
endowed with individual subjectivity, consisting of their private emotional pasts, fantasies, and
idiosyncratic identities (Gabriel and Carr 2002).

In their literature review, Gabriel and Carr (2002: 351) distinguish between two main
approaches on how psychoanalytical concepts are used to analyze organizations: the research-
oriented approach (“studying organizations psychoanalytically”’) and the intervention-oriented
approach (“psychoanalysing organizations”). Whereas in the first case the main aim is to provide
psychoanalytically informed descriptions and explanations of organizational processes, including
leadership, in order to gain new theoretical insights, the intervention-oriented approach is much
more instrumental and mainly aims at diagnosing organizational dysfunctions and pathologies.
Even if this distinction is in some cases arbitrary, in the following I will mainly refer to the psy-
choanalytically informed analyses on leadership that follow the research-oriented approach. The
aim of this chapter is to provide a review of the psychoanalytically informed concepts explicitly
addressing leadership issues.

The added value of this review does not lie in its originality, since there already exist seminal
reviews of psychoanalytical approaches to leadership, such as Gabriel (2011) or Kets de Vries and
Balazs (2011), to mention only the most recent. The aim of the chapter is to provide a review
attempt with a slightly differently structured landscape of psychoanalytically informed leadership
research than previous reviews, while focusing on the leitmotivs of respective debates, such as
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the emergence of leadership, leadership interaction, and typologies of leaders. Additionally, the
chapter aims at exploring critical tenets of psychoanalytical perspectives on leadership, together
with a critical consideration of how these claims have been realized in research up to now.

After a short outline of the main tenets of the psychoanalytical approach, the main atten-
tion will then be directed toward the three topics of psychoanalytically informed research on
leadership. In the first topic, the emergence of leadership and followership, the main attention will
be given to Freud’s (1967) concepts of “projective identification” and “idealization” as well
the ideas proposed by Bion (1959) on psychoanalytical mechanisms of group behavior. The
second consideration refers to leadership as an interaction from the perspective of psychoanalyti-
cally informed transactional analysis according to Berne (1964). The third section concerns the
research thread dealing with psychoanalytically informed typologies of personalities, especially the
typology provided by Maccoby (1976). Special attention will also be given to the discussion of’
so-called dysfunctional personalities and their consequences for organizations, particularly nar-
cissistic leaders (DuBrin 2012; Kets de Vries and Balazs 2011; Ouimet 2010). The final part of
the chapter will carve out the critical kernel of the psychoanalytical perspective on leadership,
such as the questioning of rationality and formal instrumentality of leadership, and point to the
main current shortcomings of psychoanalytical perspectives on leadership.

Main Tenets of the Psychoanalytical Approach

Despite the fact that psychoanalytical theory in no way represents a monolithic tradition but
consists of numerous different theoretical schools, three basic assumptions are shared by all
psychoanalytic approaches. The first is the existence of the unconscious as an integral part
of the human psyche, which directly or indirectly affects human action (Rosenstiel 2009:
18). Although the understanding of the “unconscious” existed long before Freud, he was the
first to consider the unconscious as a social phenomenon deserving special attention (Gabriel
and Carr 2002). Freud outlines the topography of the human psyche as consisting of three
hierarchically linked and universally valid “areas.” First is the id, which is the most archaic
and “deepest,” consisting of the unconscious physiological impulses and instincts, such as life
survival and functioning according to the principle of pleasure (libido and eros) as well as death
(thanatos) (Freud, 1950). The second area of the human psyche is the ego, which represents
the subconscious and bridges the unconscious and the conscious. In contrast to the id, the ego
functions according to the reality principle and ensures adaptation of humans to the environ-
ment, especially by providing psychic defense mechanisms, such as projection, identification,
or compensation. The third, and chronologically last, area of the human psyche is the super-
ego, which houses culturally transferred expectations, ethical-moral norms and motives. The
essential element of the superego is the human conscience whose main function is to control
the libidinal impulses of humans (Freud 1949: 73). The second basic assumption shared by
all schools of psychoanalysis states a close correspondence between the unconscious with its
instinctual impulses and the conscious, which is attempting to restrain them. Freud grants
sexual impulses especially “a tremendously large and previously not appreciated role as causes
of psychic and mental diseases” (Freud 1950: 16).

The third basic assumption of psychoanalytical sub-schools refers to the idea that the social
relations of the present are framed by past experience, especially experience from early child-
hood with one’s own parents (Oglensky 1995: 1036). This assumption is of particular impor-
tance for leadership since, drawing from Freud, psychoanalytically informed researchers consider
leadership in organizations as a reproduction of the father—child relationship. These three basic

115



Irma Rybnikova

assumptions are directly reflected in psychoanalytically informed leadership study. Instead of
considering leadership as rational and manageable, it is discussed as a phenomenon consisting
of conscious as well as unconscious elements that are highly intertwined. Moreover, from the
psychoanalytical point of view, leadership processes in organizations are mainly dominated by
unconscious forces, drives, and beliefs, which are rooted either in archetypical experiences of
humans or their individual histories. The main ideas on leadership as provided by the psycho-
analytically informed literature directly refer to the main tenets of psychoanalysis. Three ideas
contour the main corpus of the psychoanalytical study of leadership. These are, first, the issue of
leadership emergence, which is considered as a kind of collective outburst of unconscious desires
towards the superego; second, the idea of leadership interaction as mainly rooted in and being
framed by the unconscious early history of individuals; and, third, several attempts at personality
typologies of leaders according to the main unconscious sources of lust and frustration in early
childhood. The next sections of the chapter deal with these three main issues in more depth.

Psychoanalytical Consideration of Leadership Emergence

Why do sovereign individuals allow themselves to be led by someone? Psychoanalytical
answers to this question deal with the mechanisms of leadership emergence which at the
same time represent the main psychoanalytical ideas addressing leadership issues. From
the psychoanalytical perspective, the emergence of leadership is mainly an issue of followers.
The basic mechanisms describing the psychoanalytical understanding of leadership emergence
are Freud’s (1967) concepts of “projective identification” and “idealization” on the part of fol-
lowers, together with ideas proposed by Bion (1959) regarding psychoanalytical mechanisms
of group behavior. Both concepts stem from mass psychology. In his work Group Psychology
and the Analysis of the Ego [Massenpsychologie und Ich-Analyse|, Freud (1967) introduces the
mechanism of “identification” as an explanation for leadership of the masses. Jaques (1953)
complemented it with “projective identification.” While explaining “projective identifica-
tion,” both Freud and Jacques refer to the libidinal processes on the one hand and the superego
on the other hand. From a psychoanalytic point of view, leadership is a proper expression
of the sexual instinct. The leader of a group embodies the ideal of the group members since
“every single individual is libidinously bound up to the leader on the one hand and to other
members of the mass on the other hand” (Freud 1967: 34). Broadly speaking, members of the
group project their own ideal (the superego) on one of the group members, who becomes
the leader. Freud calls this process “idealization” and attributes it to the narcissistic tendency
of members. According to Freud, the libidinous bounds, which leadership is based on, can be
compared with the narcissism of love since:

The object [of love] serves as replacement for the ego-ideal which could not be achieved.
People love this object because of its perfection which they sought for their own ego and
which is now projected onto the object loved in order to satisfy own narcissism.

(Freud, 1967: 51)

The mechanism of identification is related to the individual’s desire to find glamour and recog-
nition by projecting it on the leading person. As a result, individuals identify with this person
and accept him or her as leader. The victories of the leader become their own victories, to be
celebrated and serve as a source of individual pride. In cases where several members of groups
simultaneously identify with the leader, the authors speak of additive projection (e.g. Winkler
2010: 27).
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The projective identification is associated with the idealization of the leader. The leader
becomes an adored love object. Negative attributes of the leader’s personality are ignored.
Instead, members focus their expectations on the confirmation of the idealized image of the
leader. When leaders fail to meet these idealizations, e.g. in the form of less adorable personality
traits becoming obvious or problematic leader behaviors becoming public, they fail as leaders
(Neuberger and Kompa 1993: 201) and previous identifications of members with the adored
leader turn into the opposite: demonization of the leader. “A leader does not fail because he or
she failed as a person, [but] because he or she turned out not to be the God, the ideal which
was the fantasy of members” (Neuberger and Kompa 1993: 201). In addition to the projective
identification, current scholars deal with the question of which features the emergence of lead-
ers are based on. They point either to the expectations about leaders, which are framed in early
childhood (Goethals 2005), or to culturally framed archetypal images of leaders (Lindsey 2011;
Neuberger 2002). Goethals (2005) argues that, especially in times of uncertainty, helplessness,
and crisis, those persons are able to induce projective identification and become leaders who

>

represent parental figures, such as the “primal father,” and are able to provide confidence to
group members. Male individuals in particular are able to induce unconscious archaic notions of
the strong, powerful father (leader) who provides confidence to and cares for all members, no
matter in how despotic a way these persons may operate (Goethals 2005).

In contrast to this, Neuberger (2002) and Lindsey (2011) emphasize the importance of cultur-
ally, not individually, anchored archetypal ideas regarding leaders. For example, the archetypes
of God, father and teacher seem to be anchored particularly deeply in the collective memory
of western European culture, with numerous expressions of them in cultural artifacts, such as
paintings (Lindsey 2011), but also in texts and stories (Neuberger 2002). Some scholars associ-
ate the success of some leaders with their ability to instrumentalize these archetypical images,
such as Rieken (2010) who traces back the political success of Barack Obama to the fact that
he incorporates the archetypal American images of success and justice in his political speeches.
The study by Gabriel (1997) in which he asked students to reflect on their encounters with
the top managers of companies shows the dominance of the father figure and mother figure as
archaic images of leaders sharing the omnipotence and godlikeness. According to Gabriel, these
figures can be attributed to the unconscious desire for powerful leaders who are able to provide
security, albeit an illusionary one. Some authors link the mechanism of projective identification
with “corporate madness” (De Board 1978), which can lead to strong leadership but hinder the
learning processes of an organization (Brown and Starkey 2000).

Leadership as an Unconsciously Framed Interaction

The structure of interaction between leaders and subordinates is the second field in which the
psychoanalytical perspective provides an important contribution to leadership research. The
transactional analysis according to Berne (1964) represents the key concept here.

Transactional analysis suggests that social interactions in adulthood, including leadership, are
unconsciously framed by individual experience stemming from early childhood. In the case of
leadership, the relationship with parents is particularly constitutive, because it represents a proto-
type of a hierarchical relationship. Drawing on the transference mechanism according to Freud,
Berne introduces three so-called “ego-states.” According to Berne, an ego-state represents a
dominant pattern of emotions, experience, and behaviors, which, differently from a personal-
ity, are dynamic. An individual possesses a repertoire of different ego-states, which have to
be considered not as roles, but as psychological realities (Berne 1964: 25). Berne differentiates
between three ego-states of an individual: the child-like, the adult-like, and the parent-like state.
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The child-like ego state represents a psychic relict of experience and perceptions in childhood,
which is mainly characterized by an impulsive expression of emotions. The adult-like ego state
represents a psychic state that is linked to the sovereign behavior of an adult and characterized
by rational decision making, including downplaying of emotions. In a metaphorical sense, Berne
compares the adult-like ego state with a processor that “orients toward objective perception of
reality” (Berne 1964: 27). The last, parent-like, ego state mirrors the parental behavior whose
main function is the maintaining of authority. Every human being has all three ego-states, as if
three persons were found in one individual: the person he or she was at three years old, his or
her own parents, and the person with adult experience. According to Berne, every ego-state
fulfills a relevant function in the psychic life of an individual. The child-like state is linked to
one’s creativity as well as the intuitive and spontaneous drives of one’s behavior; the adult-like
ego-state enables an adaptive survival and careful decision making when getting on with fast-
changing information; and the parent-like ego-state is responsible for routine-oriented decision
making (Berne 1964: 28).

Depending on the circumstances, different ego-states dominate in everyday interactions.
Incidents reminding an individual of childhood experience are able to activate the child-like
ego state with feelings of anxiety, fear, or frustration. According to Berne, individuals are basi-
cally able to switch from one ego-state to another, albeit at an individual pace (Berne 1964: 4).
In order to describe the ego-state, some authors do not hesitate to use quite trivial instruments,
such as the so-called “ego-gram,” which maps the current ego-state as three bars whose sizes
stand for the expression of each ego-state (Stech 2010: 274).

Berne considers the ego-states as an analytical tool for any form of social interaction, includ-
ing leadership, in which ego-states experienced in childhood are re-enacted. Given the fact that
the behavior of leaders corresponds to that of parents and the subordinates model the behavior
of children, the authors distinguish two basic patterns in leaders’ transactions: authoritarian and
participatory activities. Employees are considered here as being able to respond to the pattern
with one of the three behavioral patterns: they show the dependent behavior of obedience and
subordination; they may defy and resist the authority claimed by the leaders; and, finally, they
may react in a sovereign way while testing limits, creating new spaces of autonomy without
openly challenging the leaders. According to Berne, behavioral patterns learned in childhood
manifest particularly in stressful situations of adult life, in which conscious reflecting cannot be
afforded and a behavioral regression to the primarily learned ego-states can be expected. Similar
to Berne, Argyris (1957) differentiates between the so-called mature (adult-like) and immature
(child-like) behavior in organizations, while critically pointing to the fact that the immature
behavior is ascribed mainly to employees in organizations, whereas the mature behavior is
mainly attributed to the leaders. Consequently, while drawing on psychoanalytical ideas, some
myths of modern organizations were supported, such as the myth of ontological differences
between employees and managers, with employees remaining implicitly equated with children
deserving motivation, leadership, and control, whereas leaders were unquestionably attested as
being “experienced” adults or parents.

Berne distinguishes between two types of transactions: the so-called complementing and
conflicting transactions (Berne 1964: 29ff). From Berne’s point of view, complementary trans-
actions represent responses that are “appropriate and expected and follow the natural order
of healthy human relationships” (Berne 1964: 33), since this transaction is based on two cor-
responding ego-states: for example, the parent-like ego-state on the part of the leader and the
child-like state on the part of the employee, which results in positive effects such as frictionless
communication. Less positively connoted are conflicting transactions in which the ego-states of
the leader and employee intersect, with the consequence of numerous conflicts and tensions, as
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in the case of a parent-like ego-state of a leader which appeals to the child-like ego-state of an
employee but is instead facing an adult-like ego state with expressions of sovereign or resisting
behavior (Berne 1964: 30).

In contrast to Berne, whose analysis focuses on an individual interaction between leader and
subordinate, there are attempts to describe the patterns of leadership interaction in a group.
Bion (1959) and, in reference to him, Kets de Vries (2004) consider interaction in a group as an
expression of unconscious mental models resulting in psychic regression and shared modes of’
group functioning. The authors differentiate among three basic patterns of leadership interac-
tions in a group: dependency, fight or flight, and pairing. In the case of the dependency pattern,
the relationship is characterized by the fact that employees consider their leader as a safe harbor,
similar to the one experienced in childhood, with the leader replacing confidence previously
provided by parents. Here, leaders are idealized and glorified; the group members feel them-
selves to a large extent highly dependent on the omnipotent leader (Kets de Vries 2004). A
situation without a leader causes feelings of helplessness and fear; once a leader fails to live up to
these high expectations, he or she will be replaced.

The fight or flight mode is reflected by the fact that group members are latently aggressive
towards the inner and outer “enemies” (Neuberger and Kompa 1993: 221), which results in
an ambivalent attitude towards the environment. The group members at the same time tend
to fight against the environment to avoid it or to flee from it. According to Bion, one of the
indications for such a pattern can be seen in the constant attempts of the group to draw a sepa-
rating line between itself and other groups, which is for example expressed by the frequent use
of terms such as “we” and “they,” or “friends” and “enemies” (Kets de Vries 2004). Instead of’
actively dealing with the environment, such groups maintain external attributions and blame
the environment for problems or failures. The position of the leader in this kind of group is
quite precarious, since the leader can be blamed for any failure (Bion 1959). However, leaders
who skillfully use fight or flight mechanisms can induce strong group loyalty. In cases in which
loyalty to the leaders and identification with them corresponds with a consequent exclusion
of different-minded persons from the group, the “fight or flight” pattern can change into an
extreme pattern of dependency.

Pairing is the third psychological pattern of group dynamics, which is expressed in the fact
that the group seeks coalitions with individuals or groups perceived as powerful and relevant.
This behavior draws on the unconscious assumption that one’s own individual uncertainty
can be avoided by associating with others, even at the risk of fragmentation of the group and
jeopardizing its existence (Kets de Vries 2004). As Kets de Vries (2004) shows in his study, the
psychological pattern of pairing as well as its consequences can be particularly observed in young
technological companies.

Psychoanalytically Informed Typologies of Leaders

Besides the concepts addressing dynamic issues of leadership, there is a range of psychoana-
Iytical attempts to classify human personalities. In the following, I will discuss the typology
provided by Maccoby (1976) since, in contrast to several other general personality classi-
fications provided by the psychoanalytical school, such as Jung’s (1976), it explicitly deals
with leaders.

The typology developed by Michael Maccoby, an American psychoanalytically informed
management researcher and consultant, represents one of the most popular psychoanalytical
leadership concepts. Maccoby does not explicitly refer to psychoanalytical concepts in his study,
which is hardly a surprise, given the fact that he wrote a popular scientific book. Nevertheless,
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the classification the author has developed relies on an assumption of unconscious needs and
desires guiding the organizational behavior of leaders, and thus derives from the core psycho-
analytical understanding of the social world.

The typology goes back to a study conducted by the author with 250 American managers
(Maccoby 1976) and provides the foundation for four types of leaders: the craftsman, the jungle
fighter, the company man, and the gamesman. Each of the four types represents a pattern of
individual value-oriented positions and personal identities of the leaders.

The craftsman stands in particular for professional quality. The self-esteem of this type of
leader is based on professional competence and discipline. Instead of competing with execu-
tive colleagues, the craftsman acts in accordance with his or her own objectives of quality and
performance, which often results in perfectionist-like aspiration. Colleagues and subordinates
are appraised according to the criteria of craftsmanship and performance; because of this, the
craftsman often earns the reputation of being a fair manager (Maccoby 1976: 34). Craftmen’s
high concern for quality finds its expression in over criticism and impatience in the face of
errors, both one’s own and those of subordinates.

In contrast to the craftsman, the sole aim of the jungle fighter is power. This type of leader
considers the environment as a jungle, which stands for an arena in which losers are destroyed
by the winners. The jungle fighters show an instrumental understanding of their co-workers,
with colleagues and subordinates being considered by them as objects ensuring their individual
success or hindering it and, consequently, either being their supporters or enemies. Additionally,
the activity of the jungle fighters, according to Maccoby, is based on a negative concept of the
environment: the jungle fighters encounter their co-workers with high distrust, in order not to
be manipulated by them. Hence, while using images of enemies, the jungle fighters as leaders
are able to engage subordinates for their own purposes.

The self-esteem of the company man, the next type of leader, is based on the fact of being a
part of an important and powerful entity, the company, and sharing its glory. The company man
is driven by security, not by success; his or her identification with the company is accordingly
strong (Maccoby 1976: 74). Given the high relevance of a firm, the company man as a leader
is highly concerned with a good working climate in his or her department. Whereas a creative
company man is able to establish a climate of cooperation and reciprocity in the team, the weak
counterpart tends towards servility, in extreme cases even to masochism due to a fear of job loss
(Maccoby 1976: 36). In times of crisis, the company men turn out to be successful leaders, since
they tend towards cautiousness and the maintenance of the status quo.

The gamesman considers life as a game, the contest as stimulation, and the drive for success as
a source of energy. Unlike the jungle fighter, who aims at building his or her own empire, the
gamesman lives on competition; his driving force is not power or richness but the sense of glory,
joy of leading, and success. The greatest fear of the gamesman is failure. The gamesman earns
pleasure from team staffing and inspiring members, using promises of success and not coercion
as a motivation source. Polarization of subordinates is the effect of this behavioral pattern: highly
performing team members are rewarded strongly, whereas weak, lower performing subordi-
nates or subordinates who are less willing to take risks earn no acknowledgment and tend to
be replaced in order not to jeopardize the success of the team. The gamesman is dependent on
tensions provided by challenges and new ideas. If the challenges and games cease or disappear,
the gamesman begins to be bored; in extreme cases, self-destructive behavior, such as alcohol
or drug abuse, can be expected.

In his later publications, Maccoby (1988) provided a new typology with five slightly different
types of leaders; however, this attempt did not gain much attention, and the four types described
above remain the most popular contribution associated with the author.
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Leadership and Narcissism

The psychoanalytical perspective is one of the few approaches which quite early pointed to
the dysfunctional aspects of leadership and paved the way for the so-called consideration of the
“bad” (Kellerman 2004), “dark” (Tourish 2013) or “shadow” (Kets de Vries and Balazs 2011)
side of leadership. Recent leadership scholars not only borrow some of the psychoanalytical
terms in order to name certain dysfunctional leadership phenomena, but also more or less draw
on psychoanalytical assumptions.

Most attention has been given to the idea of narcissism, which plays a crucial role in the psy-
choanalytical description of organizational leaders. The term “narcissism” goes back to Narcissus,
a figure of Greek mythology, who, according to one of the many versions of the story, was pun-
ished by a rejected admirer. He fell in love with his own image mirrored in the water and died
while desperately trying to hold onto his image. Psychoanalytically informed scholars share the
idea that management positions are particularly prone to attracting narcissist personalities. Kets
de Vries and Miller (1984) as well as Maccoby (2000) ascribe narcissism to most historical leaders
as well as to leaders of current organizations.

Narcissism, like other functional and dysfunctional personal tendencies, is considered to have
its roots in early childhood experiences of powerlessness together with the omnipotence of
parents. Dealing with this tension and the kind of care given by the parents results in more or
less expressed feelings of one’s own grandiosity, which is the source of narcissism (Kets de Vries
and Balazs 2011: 389). Essentially, narcissist personalities are characterized by the expressed need
for power, prestige, and glamour. Maccoby (2000) describes narcissistic leaders, first, as great
visionaries who, instead of analytically dissecting and differentiating complex problems, prefer
overall albeit abstract solutions (Maccoby, 2000: 72) and, second, as inspiring persons able to
mobilize their subordinates for themselves and their vision, not least because of their rhetorical
skills. According to Maccoby (2000), there are at least three weaknesses that distinguish narcissist
leaders from others, without necessarily hindering their organizational success: their vulnerability
to criticism, inability to have empathy, and relentless desire for competition.

In psychoanalytic terms, narcissism is primarily an analytical category describing and explain-
ing specific human behavior; Freud considered narcissism as a personality tendency (Freud 1946).
In leadership literature, narcissism is often used in a quite normative way by either linking the
narcissism of leaders with bad, destructive leading behavior, such as authoritarianism (e.g. DuBrin
2012), or by underlining positive effects of leaders” narcissism for organizations, such as innovation
and vision (Campbell et al. 2011: 272).

In order to explain these ambivalent effects of leaders’ narcissism on organizations, some
authors delineate several subcategories of narcissism. For example, Kets de Vries and Balazs
(2011: 389) distinguish between constructive and reactive narcissism of leaders. According to
the authors, constructive narcissism can be considered as “healthy,” whereas reactive narcis-
sism represents an excessive and quite traumatized form. Whereas constructive narcissists draw
on positive experience in their childhood, framed by trust and security, reactive narcissistic
personalities result from early childhood experience of uncertainty, deprivation, and inconsist-
ent treatment. Consequently, constructive narcissists as leaders are less concerned about their
power, but focus on the vision of a better organization while trying to inspire other members.
Kets de Vries (2004) points out that a “healthy dose of narcissism” is required for every person
who is going to make an organizational career, because the narcissistic imagination of being
chosen to achieve great results induces strong loyalty among subordinates. In contrast to this,
the reactive type tries to outweigh the feelings of insecurity by self-grandiosity and exces-
sive desire for admiration, which can be accompanied by a lack of empathy and disregard of
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organizational rules (Kets de Vries and Balazs 2011: 390). Such executives are described as often
primarily concerned with their personal status, power, and prestige and consider life as a play-
arena between winners and losers.

Meanwhile, there have been further studies going beyond the attempts to classify the narcis-
sism of leaders. Recent authors more often deal with narcissism from a more context-oriented
perspective, while addressing organizational circumstances favoring the narcissism of leaders
(Ouimet 2010), examining the impact of the narcissism on the organizational behavior of lead-
ers and employees (Ouimet 2010), or differentiating between the contexts that induce effective
and ineffective results of leaders’ narcissism (Campbell et al. 2011; DuBrin 2012).

Summary: Psychoanalytically Informed Leadership Perspective
between Critical Claims and Normative Closure

Looking at the insights gained from the research streams discussed, it becomes evident that
psychoanalytical perspectives on leadership comprise a highly heterogeneous research landscape,
beginning with the dynamic perspectives on leadership emergence and ending with personality
typologies, including dysfunctional personalities of leaders. At the same time, the impression
arises that psychoanalytically informed leadership research is trapped between critical claims
about mainstream leadership research on the one hand and its own normative closure on the
other.

One of the most relevant critical insights of psychoanalytical perspectives lies in the ques-
tioning of the instrumentality of leadership. Instead, the psychoanalytical perspective allows for
a consideration of leadership as a genuine human encounter, encompassing core human needs,
emotions, and often-irresolvable conflicts (Sievers 1994: 167). The psychoanalytic leadership
perspective emphasizes that a leadership relationship is more than just rationally based giving
and receiving of formal instructions or support for task completion, but rather an expression of’
the basic — mainly unconscious — human needs of the people involved (Gabriel and Carr 2002).
While refusing the assumptions of rationality of human activity and establishing unconscious-
ness as an important reference of human behavior, the psychoanalytical perspective on leader-
ship paves the way for a critical consideration of leadership in at least two ways. First, the elitist
status of leadership phenomena is denied and implicitly becomes a status of ordinary human
encounters albeit being embedded in the specific context of organizational hierarchy. Second,
while addressing functionalities and dysfunctionalities of human behavior, the psychoanalyti-
cal perspective provides approaches and instruments to consider the dark or shadow side of
leadership, such as the narcissism of leaders or authoritarian behavior. It is no coincidence that
psychoanalytic leadership scholars are at the same time serious critics of modern organizations
and leadership, such as Argyris (1957) or Sievers (1994), who point to the fact that modern
organizations serve as institutions of infantilization, “perpetuation of immaturity” (Sievers 1994:
157), and glorification of managers and leaders.

Despite the merits mentioned, the psychoanalytic understanding of leadership does not belong
to the most popular leadership theories. One possible reason, I would suggest, is the “normative
closure” of the psychoanalytical perspective. With this, I refer to the fact that main assumptions
of psychoanalysis can neither be tested nor critically discussed by other perspectives since they
are considered as given and not questionable, such as the existence of the unconsciousness or
the seminal influence of early childhood on adult behavior. One of the consequences of these
assumptions is the psychological reductionism which psychoanalytical considerations of leader-
ship are partially based on, with genuine organizational contexts, such as organizational structure
or culture, being insufficiently considered. Together with this, numerous concepts provided by
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the psychoanalytical perspective fall behind its dynamic claims and draw on static and frequently
dualistic categories, such as the ego-states by Berne (1964) or reactive and constructive forms
of narcissism by Kets de Vries and Balazs (2011). Although of great value, state classifications,
particularly those of a dualistic character, remain behind the analytical complexity of original
psychoanalytical concepts addressing dynamic processes of leadership emergence, such as pro-
jective identification.
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9
Leadership and Power

Joshua Firth and Brigid Carroll

Introduction

Our starting point for this chapter was the puzzling absence of any mention of power in the
vast majority of leadership scholarship. On the surface of it, leadership as a concept surely can-
not exist without implying or invoking a theory of power, even if skeletal. Given leadership
pivots around the fundamental notion of a social process, then regardless of which way this
leadership process is theorised, it will either draw upon or redefine an existing theory of power.
For us the real question is not whether leadership implies power, but why it does not appear to
acknowledge power. There have been many calls for leadership scholarship to wrestle with a clear
and explicit theorisation of power since at least Machiavelli (1908) and Hobbes (1839), and
this call is growing ever louder today (Edwards, Schedlitzki, Turnbull, & Gill, 2015; Fletcher,
2004; Gordon, 2002; Ray, Clegg, & Gordon, 2004). Failure to do so risks smuggling in an
assortment of assumptions (Gordon, 2002), which will undoubtedly affect not only what we
are prepared to call leadership, but where we look, what we will find and what we claim it is
for in the first place.

In this vein, we want to unveil the assumptions of power that underpin contemporary lead-
ership theories. Thus we deliberately go deep under the surface of the literature to uncover the
dynamics of power that are rarely brought to the surface in leadership research. We hope this
offers leadership researchers a way of acknowledging and working with power given that part
of the silence on power, we conjecture, may reflect uncertainty about how to work with its
vast, entangled and theoretically conflicted terrain. We then aim to characterise the assump-
tions behind some prominent strands of leadership theory and note what is made possible when
power is brought into the open, or conversely what is hidden by its absence.

In light of these objectives, the structure of this chapter is as follows. Rather than attempt-
ing to characterise any objective essence or definition of power, we will instead focus on three
root metaphors that could be understood as integral in the leadership landscape. In following
Rorty (1989), we take root metaphors to be the building blocks with which we construct our
knowledge of any concept — in this case leadership. Those three root metaphors are power as
causality, power as mandate and power as micro-interaction. We explore each metaphor in
terms of power and then in terms of its influence on leadership thinking. We then investigate
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three contemporary leadership theories — transformational leadership, adaptive leadership and
process theory — to show how these root metaphors help us ask critical questions about difterent
dimensions of leadership in them. Our overall objective is to enable a greater reflexivity and
criticality on the many ways that power penetrates leadership discourse and scholarship.

Spotlighting Power

We need to acknowledge right from the outset the complexities of working with what must be
one of the organisational studies” most salient and debated constructs. We note that researchers
and practitioners alike consistently struggle to qualify what they actually mean by power. Even
a dictionary search will reveal multiple meanings and interpretations on power. The Oxford
Dictionary identifies nine different key ideas behind our usage of the word, ranging from an indi-
vidual capacity, to a variety of relationships, to a synonym for strength, authority, performance,
magnification, energy or even as a reference to angels and demons. Indeed our initial search in
the ABI/Inform Proquest Database returned 1.4 million articles with power in their abstract
alone (and this search was restricted to business publications only). The field of leadership stud-
ies displays the same ambiguity where power is given breath amid a range of assumed syno-
nyms, such as influence (e.g. Goncalves, 2013; Kellerman, 2013), authority (e.g. Schweigert,
2007), hierarchy (e.g. Barnes, Humphreys, Oyler, Pane Haden, & Novicevic, 2013), resources
(Edmondson, Roberto, & Watkins, 2003, p. 303) or control (e.g. Bennis, Berkowitz, Affinito, &
Malone, 1958). Often we note that power is used as a broad unqualified claim that a certain
kind of leadership is “powerful” (e.g. Bligh & Hess, 2007; Goleman, Boyatzis, & McKee, 2013;
Lisak & Erez, 2015) with no further analysis of power offered. Furthermore, a whole swathe of
scholarly research stemmed in the positivist tradition goes so far as to use power as a quantifiable
variable in something akin to a leadership equation, for example as in the concept of power—
distance (e.g. Mulki, Caemmerer, & Heggde, 2015; Pasa, 2000; Zogjani, Llaci, & Elmazi, 2014).
In the vast majority of these references, “power” remains undefined.

In an effort to aid leadership researchers in evoking power in a more explicit and sustained
way, we offer three root metaphors that point to a different set of dynamics and emphases in
relation to power. We hasten to add that there are numerous ways of conceptualising the field
of power and our attempt here is certainly not meant to be definitive or exhaustive in the light
of those. We do propose that these three provide a way of approaching power with respect to
leadership that we think will be useful and illuminating.

Power as Causality

The first metaphor in our vocabulary is that of causality, and in particular mechanical causality
such as the inner workings of a watch. This metaphor is significant for a vocabulary of power
because “this seemingly simple definition . . . remains the starting point for a remarkably diverse
body of literature” (Hardy & Clegg, 1999, p. 369). This metaphor held sway as the dominant
characterisation of power from the seventeenth-century enlightenment philosophy of Hobbes
through to its zenith in the mid-twentieth century, especially in political science. Indebted to
Clegg (1989) in his Frameworks of Power, we can trace power as causality to its modern genesis
in the works of Thomas Hobbes. Hobbes was driven by a desire to apply the new advances of
Galilean mechanics to human society. Hobbes suggests that:

Power and Cause are the same thing. Correspondent to cause and effect, are POWER
and ACT; nay, those and these are the same things . . . for whensoever any agent has all
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those accidents which are necessarily requisite for the production of some effect in the
patient, then we say that the agent has the power to produce that eftect, if it be applied to
a patient . . . Wherefore the power of the agent and the efficient cause are the same thing.

(Hobbes, 1839, ch. X, pp. 127-128, quoted in Ball, 1975, p. 214)

Power, in this metaphor, is not only about producing a desired change eftect but also can be
seen as originating from a sovereign act. This last point is crucial, for this metaphor relies on
the notion that there must be a “who” — an agent (sometimes agents) to whom is attributed
the exercise of power. Lastly, it is important to note how this metaphor borrows a sense of
predictability from the natural sciences. This serves to allay the nagging fuzziness of power,
so that power is consequently reckoned as something empirically observable, quantifiable and
predictable.

By the mid-twentieth century the causality metaphor had lost its metaphorical ring and
was firmly entrenched as the dominant discourse on power (Ball, 1975). Thus one of its chief
proponents, Robert Dahl, could confidently claim his now famous formal definition of power,
namely that “A has power over B to the extent that he can get B to do something B would not
otherwise do” (1957, pp. 202—203). Dahl used an analogy to precede this formulation, which
is worth repeating here, of a situation in which he might stroll out into the middle of the road
and try to direct traffic to drive on the opposite side of the road. He contrasts his hypothetical
inability to achieve this with the successful efforts of a police officer to do the same thing. This
demonstrates what he considers “to be the bedrock idea of power [which is] to say that the
policeman acting in this particular role evidently has the power to make automobile drivers
turn right or left rather than go on ahead”, and thus cause someone (“B”) to do something
he or she would not otherwise have done (1957, p. 202). This analogy has all three elements
of the causal metaphor mentioned by Hobbes: it evokes a representative of the state (sover-
eignty), who represses a desire to do something and coerces another; it is clearly causally linked
both to an observable agent and effect; and it is also amenable to empirical quantification. That
is, we can describe the causality as a probability statement; we can quantify the extent of power
(i.e. over their traffic patterns but not some other sphere of their lives); and we can identify the
bases or resources that invest this power (i.e. traffic laws and penal codes).

Certainty this metaphor, as characterised by Dahl’s policeman, resonates with some of our
intuitive experiences of power. But it also leads directly to several problems. The first of these
is that it introduces the distinction between having and exercising power. This distinction has
gone by various names, but the crux of it here is that the policeman appears to have the power
to stop traffic whether or not he actually exercises this power. This is a problem, because it is
internally contradictory to the Humean notion of causality inasmuch as causality requires an
observable change effect. If power is by definition the causation of a change in another object,
then how can one have power without exercising it? Is it the effect or the capacity to cause an
effect? But how does one quantify this capacity prior to its exercise?'

The most significant critique of Dahl’s formulation (1957) and his subsequent (1961) empiri-
cal work on power was levelled against its association of power with elite decision making. This
focus was subsequently broadened in two distinct iterations. Bachrach and Baratz (1962, 1963)
contended that power is also exercised in non-decisions, those occasions in which the exercise
of power frustrates the attempts of others to raise a contentious issue for debate. An even more
“radical” revision came by way of Lukes (1974), who argued that “A may exercise power over B
by getting him to do what he does not want to do, but he also exercises power over him
by influencing, shaping or determining his very wants” (1974, p. 31). Of relevance here is
Lukes’s attempt to distance himself from individuals as the causal agents of power. In contrast he
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seemingly posits the responsibility of “the power to control the agenda of politics and exclude
potential issues [as being] a function of collective forces and social arrangements” (1974, p. 22).

On the surface it appears that we have stepped out of the A-causes-B model of power, but in
fact we have not. Rather what has happened is that Lukes has maintained the same causal notion
of power, but merely pushed it out of sight. What betrays Lukes here is the notion of “real
interests” (1974, p. 32). His assertion that there is such a thing as “real” interests problematically
smuggles causal power back in at some assumed ontologically prior level beyond the recognition
of (potentially) either party. A in this instance is a set of “collective forces”, which causes B to do
something s/he would not otherwise do, of which B may not be fully cognisant. Rather than
offer us a radically new metaphor for power, the structuralism behind Lukes’s Third Dimension
is in fact nothing more than a radically expanded agency, a point which Torfing (2009) makes
clearly and of which Lukes’s critics were never in doubt (Benton, 1981; Clegg, 1989; Knights &
Willmott, 1985). The key point here is that, for as long as the notion of power stays within
the metaphor of causality, we cannot escape the primacy of an acting agent, however stretched
this “who” may be. Bachrach and Baratz (1962, 1963) and Lukes (1974) rightly recognised the
limitations of this view and drew attention to the ways in which power is at work in already
constituting who counts as elite and what surfaces in conflict, but none of them succeeded in
moving fully beyond this because of the dominant metaphor of causality.

It is no coincidence then that this metaphor sits behind, at least implicitly, much mainstream
leadership theory. As the field of leadership was beginning to take off, those who took the time
to consider its relationship to power were under no illusions as to its origins. Janda (1960) is
an excellent example of this. After complaining at length about the leadership field’s failure
to acknowledge its power assumptions, he proceeded to point out its significant overlap with
power as causality, directly citing Dahl’s (1957) definition above. McFarland’s (1969) work is
another example of exactly this — the direct application of causal power to the concept of leader-
ship. This, we suggest, is the first reason why power is severely under-theorised in the leadership
field. That is, it has become axiomatic that leadership equals power which equals causality.

Furthermore, not only does leadership presume causality, it also subscribes to each of the
assumptions we saw above. For example, it carries vestiges of sovereignty. More than once, the
comparison has made between leadership and the highest sovereignty conceptualised, namely
God (Gabriel, 1997; Grint, 2010; Spoelstra & Delaney, 2015). This assumption is most clearly
evident in the trait theories of leadership, which continue to flourish under the guise of the mod-
ern neuroscience perspective (Taylor, 2015). Here sovereignty is evident, albeit now dressed
up as superiority, prowess and endowment. While less obvious elsewhere, it remains the fun-
damental power assumption behind all leadership theories that presume a leader/follower dyad,
including style, contingencies and the “new” (Bryman, 1992) leadership theories (Gordon,
2002). Gordon notes that such theories demonstrate:

a dualistic orientation in which leaders are given a position of privilege because they are
considered to be, either through natural ability or the possession of appropriate attributes,
superior to their followers — the argument being that if leaders were not superior, people
would not follow them.

(2002, p. 155)

Moreover, such theories also frequently associate leadership with positional authority. As we
have seen, this same assumption resulted in Dahl’s (1961) much criticised focus on elites, an error
which has been repeated in the frequent selection of positionally defined managers/leaders as
empirical subjects for leadership research (Bedeian & Hunt, 2006); this is also repeated implicitly
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in the assumptions around the leader’s ability to command organisational resources and issue
sanctions, as, for example, in leader-member exchange theory (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). And,
while there is evidence that the early leadership scholars were aware that position did not equate
to leadership (e.g. Morris & Seeman, 1950, p. 152), this awareness has been nevertheless diluted
with time, such that Bedeian lamented that “their descendants seem to have forgotten the basis
of the early work on which they have built and to be oblivious to the resulting implications for
their presumed knowledge” (Bedeian & Hunt, 2006, p. 200).

Most overtly, the causal metaphor smuggles in an assumption of individual agency. This
was the assumption that Dahl and his colleagues failed to move beyond, and the same issues
are at play in leadership studies. As we have seen, causality relies on an a priori assumption
of discrete individuality in order to be able to claim who did what to whom. This commit-
ment has two significant consequences. First, it rules out a thorough consideration of collec-
tive leadership, and in its place offers a version of distributed formal responsibility or hidden
dominance in which followers/subordinates are given autonomy only so long as they remain
compliant (Gordon, 2002). The second consequence is that causality’s insistence on individual
leaders “causing” an observable eftect conveniently renders leadership amenable to scientific
analysis. Just as the natural sciences were the original driver of power as causality in Hobbes,
the metaphor acts to affix fluid social reality to measurable constructs. Without this fundamen-
tal assumption, the very objective of mainstream leadership studies — to know how leadership
works best — would need to be reassessed.

Thus leadership pivots upon power as causality — or at least many of its mainstream theories
do. But lest we characterise leadership as simply power by another name, it should be pointed
out that leadership also tries to distinguish itself from this sort of coercive, top-down power in
important ways which our second metaphor picks up on.

Power as Mandate

The causal metaphor had strong origins in the works of Hobbes and prevailed against multiple
attempts at stretching it. In contrast, the metaphor of power-as-mandate can be seen to evolve
from early hints into a metaphor in its own right. We see these hints as being given shape by
Parsons and Follett, but expressed in their fullest form by Arendt.

Parsons is notable inasmuch as he is less interested in the exercise of power and rather
focuses on what provides the capacity to exercise power in the first place. This is sometimes
referred to as the power to side of power in contrast to power over (Gohler, 2009). The term itself’
means various things, but in this sense it refers to the potential or capacity to exercise power.
Recalling once again the example of Dahl’s policeman directing traffic, this exploration breaks
with the notion of power as only about direct causality, and instead wonders why it is that
people submit to a policeman in the first place. As a seminal thinker within structural function-
alism, Parsons was concerned with the natural evolution of an orderly society by means other
than coercion and force. In these terms Parsons defines power as “the generalized medium of
mobilizing resources for effective collective action” (Parsons, 1963, p. 108). This definition
revolves around the conception of power as being a circulatory medium — in other words
currency — that is used to build binding obligations within societies and organisations. Like
currency, its value is largely symbolic: it holds because people believe in it. Over time society
establishes a body of obligations which are binding insofar as they are associated with authorita-
tive sanctions. Thus the power of Dahl’s policeman operates on the symbolic legitimacy that
society has placed in its own binding obligations. It is clear that Parsons has not rejected causal
notions of power but rather offers inchoate hints of another non-causal dimension to power.
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The key difference here is that this power is collective in its origins, rather than stemming from
the will of the sovereign.

Follett significantly filled out the metaphor of mandate in offering power with in contrast to the
power over we have so far witnessed. Power with is “a jointly developed power, a co-active not coer-
cive power”, a distinction she elucidates with the following: “you have rights over a slave, you
have rights with a servant” (Follett & Graham, 1995, pp. 103—104). Power must thus be exercised
in such a way as to honour and uphold the free choice of its subjects. For her, conflict that results
in a victory of one side over the other (cf. Dahl, 1957 above) is an act of domination not power,
the consequence of which is the loss of enrichment and learning (Follett & Graham, 1995, p. 86).
Rather, the rule of power must seek to utilise conflict as an opportunity to find new and better
solutions that honour both sides (Clegg, Courpasson, & Phillips, 2006; Follett & Graham, 1995,
p. 74). Follett’s theory of power, however, starts from an orientation towards management and
thus assumes that the manager already has the mandate to rule (hence the analogy of servants given
above). This skews Follett’s theory towards something of a warning not to abuse one’s “power”
by exercising this over instead of with. It therefore remains unclear whether Follett is redefining
power itself or suggesting the right way one ought to wield it.

The last theorist whose work we will review within this metaphor tackles the problem by
asserting that power itself can only be understood as mandate. Arendt is the key thinker here
who critiqued a dangerous tendency to lump words such as strength, force, authority, violence
and power all together as if they were synonyms. In contrast, she argues that violence is not an
extreme expression of power (cf. causality metaphor, as well as Parsons, 1963), but rather there
is an important distinction between the two. Quoting Passerin d’Entreves (1967), she contends
that, if the essence of power is to compel someone to obey one’s command, then there is essen-
tially no difference between the commands of a policeman (recall Dahl’s example) and that of
a gunman (Arendt, 1970, p. 37). Yet, while there is no better means to compel someone than
violence, we intuit a significant difference between a policeman and a murderer, which, accord-
ing to Arendt, we are right to do. So how can we account for this difference if they are on the
same continuum?

The answer for Arendt is redefine power in some significant ways. She writes that:

Power corresponds to the human ability not just to act but to act in concert. Power is never
the property of an individual; it belongs to a group and remains in existence only so long
as the group keeps together. When we say of somebody that he is “in power” we actually
refer to his being empowered by a certain number of people to act in their name. The
moment the group, from which the power originated to begin with . . . disappears “his
power” also vanishes.

(1970, p. 44)

This definition can be regarded as the apex of the mandate metaphor and we would do well to
note some of its features. First, we can see that power is inherently collective and thus cannot
be referred to without invoking a collectively given mandate. Power is not an individual quality
or possession. Thus to use power as an adjective — A is “in power” — is to invoke a collective
who constitute a person as such. This is significant because it contradicts the usual usage of this
word, particularly in reference to the causal metaphor: For Arendt, acts of domination and
violence (i.e. coercing B to do otherwise) indicate the absence of power rather than its presence,
since power is by definition a choice to follow someone who is willingly empowered to rule.
Second, power is fundamentally social and needs not reference any particular resources. This
is in contrast to violence, argues Arendt, which is always instrumental. The latter lends itself to
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quantification as resources are measureable, while Arendt’s version of power is much fuzzier.
Third, power is notably transitory. It may be reified in artefacts such as constitutions or law, but
these are secondary to a social relationship at core from which they derive their meaning and
authority. In her words, “Power springs up whenever people get together and act in concert”
(1970, p. 52).

It is worth noting that Arendt has moved away from a negative conception of power
entirely — as have to a lesser extent the other authors in this section. Power is now an entirely
positive phenomenon which is wholly oriented towards collective goals. The problem is this
runs the risk of dissociating the concept from the everyday experiences we have of power
and disempowerment. On this point, Lukes suggests that, while Arendt’s theory is “ration-
ally defensible”, “by definitional fiat, phenomena of coercion, exploitation, manipulation and
so on cease to be phenomena of power — and in consequence disappear from the theoretical
landscape” (1974, p. 33-34). In other words, Arendt has defined out of existence any nega-
tive connotation related to power. Certainly this is convenient; but it may serve to obscure
the inherent tensions of power from those who wield it, even if they are empowered by a
collective behind them.

Despite its limitations, the mandate metaphor provides an important addition to our vocabu-
lary of power in that it adds a significant complexity to power. It does this by both offering
an alternative to causal coercion and reframing power as the attribute of a collective rather
than an individual. These distinctions have been particularly useful for more recent perspec-
tives on leadership, which are redolent, albeit often implicitly, of the mandate metaphor. A
similar “definitional fiat” appears to occur in the leadership field, in which leadership is uncriti-
cally positioned as a force for collective good, in distinction to lesser forms of coercion such
as management (e.g. Kotter, 2001). Such collective auspices are prominent in many of the
“new” leadership theories, including spiritual leadership (Palmer, 1994), authentic leadership
(Gardner, Avolio, & Walumbwa, 2005), and charismatic leadership (Conger, 1989), and are
similarly echoed in other constructs such as collaborative leadership (Chrislip & Larson, 1994)
and responsible leadership (e.g. Pless & Maak, 2009; Waldman & Galvin, 2008). The reasoning
behind this is understandable, and sometimes explicit. Leadership has a certain romantic quality
to it (Meindl, 1995) and mandate’s collective and positive conception of power is considerably
more attractive than causality’s dominance through superiority. Bedeian provides an example
of this sentiment. He notes that he:

happened to re-read Mary [Parker] Follett’s 1927 paper “Leader and Expert.” In comment-
ing on the “power of leadership,” she oftered the opinion that “The best leader has not
followers but men and women working with him” (p. 235). Now this is an image that I
find particularly appealing.

(Bedeian & Hunt, 2006, p. 191)

Leadership, it seems, is eager to espouse a different kind of power for itself which is of and for
a collective. It is also particularly attracted to the positive associations of a mandate. But there is
more to power than a neat dichotomy of positive and negative associations, and to highlight this
we will now turn to a third metaphor.

Power as Micro-interaction

In the first metaphor, we were introduced to Dahl’s seminal definition that “A has power over B
to the extent that he can get B to do something B would not otherwise do” (1957, pp. 202-203).
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This was animated in a variety of ways in the causality metaphor, all of which take as an assump-
tion that whatever it is that B “would otherwise do” is or ought to be repressed by A. If we were
to persevere with this nomenclature we might say that in the mandate metaphor, B (which would
here represent a collective of some sort) empowers A with the mandate to rule, govern or lead —
which is a rather striking reversal. In this section we will explore a third metaphor. By way of an
introduction to this metaphor, we might say within the terms of this clumsy nomenclature that
any attempt to claim such a thing as “what B would otherwise do” is futile: there exists no sphere
within human life or thought that is beyond the influence of power. In fact all relations of As
and Bs are themselves constituted by the effects of power, while power itself does not originate
in the actions of either.

We rely on Foucault for the workings of power in this metaphor. The first key feature of this
metaphor is a significant redefinition of what we have so far referred to as “A”. For power is neither
the possession of the individual nor the collective: “Power is not something that is acquired, seized,
or shared, something that one holds on to or allows to slip away; power is exercised from innu-
merable points, in the inter-play of non-egalitarian and mobile relations” (Foucault, 1978, p. 94),
or which Foucault frequently summarises as a “micro-physics of power” (e.g. 1979, p. 22). The
first thing we can notice about this metaphor is that it is the inverse of sovereign power. Whereas
the latter defined power as by definition top down, this power is bottom up: “Power comes from
below; that is, there is no binary and all-encompassing opposition between rulers and ruled at the
root of power relations” (Foucault, 1978, p. 94). So this kind of power does not originate from a
sovereign. But if power is thus decentralised, what then is its cause?

In fact, Foucault appears to retain only one half of the causal equation, namely eftects. Power
is inseparable from its effects; indeed power is precisely the aggregate of a vast array of effects
strewn throughout the social body. But it has dropped the clearly discernible causal agent we
began with. Against the causality metaphor, Foucault asserts that “Power is not built up out
of ‘wills’ (individual or collective), nor is it derivable from interests. Power is constructed and
functions on the basis of particular powers, myriad issues, myriad eftects of power” (Foucault &
Gordon, 1980, p. 188). But crucially, even without a causal agent, Foucault retains a sense of
aims and objectives. This point is important and forms the cornerstone of this metaphor. He
states that, while power has objectives:

this does not mean that it results from the choice or decision of an individual subject; let
us not look for the headquarters that presides over its rationality; neither the caste which
governs, nor the groups which control the state apparatus, nor those who make the most
important economic decisions [. . .] the logic is perfectly clear, the aims decipherable, and
yet it is often the case that no one is there to have invented them, and few who can be said
to have formulated them.

(Foucault, 1978, p. 95)

But how can it be that no one is behind these tactics? The actual process of this power is best
understood, in Foucault’s metaphor, as an aggregate strategy that has resulted from countless
capillary power-relations over time. And thus we have the very real effects of power without
any discrete causal agent.

There is another insight here, in which power does not operate merely at this level, but also
on another meta-analytic level. This is the level of discourse, which is the name given to over-
arching strategies formed by, and informing, these micro power-relations. As Foucault puts
it: “discourse is not simply that which translates struggles or systems of domination, but is the
thing for which and by which there is struggle, discourse is the power which is to be seized”
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(1981, pp. 52-53). Put simply, micro-interactions are shaped by discourse and concurrently
discourse is constructed through micro-interactions.

But we would be remiss to think that discourse relates only to language. For, as we have
seen, discourse is the name given to an ensemble of micro-relations or processes that are in
every way tangible. For example, Foucault describes the way that physical arrangements of’
space facilitate the effects of power, of which his preeminent example is Bentham’s (1962) pan-
opticon. Here the physical layout isolates individuals from one another while exposing them to
constant surveillance. The power of discourse is equally brought to life in practice. Discourses
are contingently accomplished as they are enacted or even resisted in practice. Discourses result
from “more or less discrete events which, in aggregation, create a new discursive formation”
(p. 253). The importance of this point is that it grounds the meta-level concept of discourse
firmly within embedded practices: the two are intimately connected.

This insight has been expanded by various methods and theories that focus on the micro-
level practices of power relations (e.g., Gordon, Clegg, & Kornberger, 2009; Goss, Jones,
Betta, & Latham, 2011; Hardy & Thomas, 2014; Samra-Fredericks, 2005) in that they see
power as a tension between agentic reproduction and constraint that is played out in everyday
embedded practices, and which is yet part of something much bigger. We therefore see the
practice perspectives on power as stretching this metaphor substantially, but arguably staying
within it.

The implications of the preceding point leads to one final point within this metaphor, one
which is a truly radical departure from the notions above. Recall that the dominant notion of
power is repressive, and consequently that its most supreme form is witnessed in the spectacu-
lar sovereign execution of an enemy of the state. Foucault argues that such a view of power is
“a wholly negative, narrow, skeletal conception of power, one which has been curiously
widespread” (Foucault & Gordon, 1980, p. 119). Conversely, Foucault asserts that:

We must cease once and for all to describe the effects of power in negative terms: it

“excludes”, it “represses”, it “censors”, it “abstracts”, it “masks”, it “conceals”. In fact,

power produces; it produces reality; it produces domains of objects and rituals of truth.
(Foucault, 1979, p. 194)

This productive aspect of power is a novel insight so far in our analysis of power, and is not
to be confused with the positive notion expressed by mandate. This is not at all positive. The
idea here is that power does not merely alter what people do, it forges what they actually are,
or — as it is commonly referred to by Foucault and others — power produces subjectivities. This
productive aspect of power reveals its full force, notably by the way it penetrates so many of the
assumptions taken for granted in the preceding metaphors.

The significance of this metaphor lies in the insights of how power produces reality, and this
is the crux of its contribution. It points to a diffused array of power-effects which loosely align
to form a set of objectives. These are discernible at the level of discourse, but their cohesion
may be less obvious in their minute manifestations. Such manifestations are sites, or what we
are terming micro-interactions of continual struggle over the effects of power, whereby they are
enacted, resisted and reproduced. The end result is the constitution of particular subjectivities,
of which some are privileged while others are made inferior. This gives the appearance of an
A-over-B situation, but this metaphor for power would assert that power is not possessed by A;
rather power itself has already constituted A in a position of privilege. Similarly, we can no longer
speak of an ontologically prior “what B would otherwise have done” (i.e. Lukes, 1974), since B’s
possible subjectivities are not natural facts but alternate discourses.
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A clear assumption behind this metaphor is that power is everywhere. It is a strength insofar
as it makes visible the lines of power that penetrate social life that have been hitherto invisi-
ble. Its everydayness brings power down from its elitist heights. It becomes inescapable and
thus prompts us to pay attention to it — a point this chapter seeks to address by flushing power
out into the open with respect to leadership. Very much in contrast to those we have so far
reviewed, leadership perspectives that are underpinned by this metaphor tend to acknowledge
power directly. Thus power has been directly theorised in relation to the way leadership is a
privileged subjectivity or identity (e.g. Alvesson & Sveningsson, 2003; Carroll & Levy, 2008;
Ford, Harding, & Learmonth, 2008; Sveningsson & Larsson, 20006). Further, as was pointed
out in Bauman’s (1998) critique of Foucault, subjectivities have a certain seductive quality to
them, and this has also been said of leadership (Sinclair, 2007). Harding (2014) even described
an erotic quality to the power of leadership. Related to this, Driver (2013) has also explored the
role of lack in sustaining the leader subjectivity. Last but not least are the those studies which
look specifically at the way a leadership identity is constructed through leadership development
(Carroll & Levy, 2010) and the technologies of power within these (Carroll & Nicholson, 2014;
Gagnon & Collinson, 2014; Nicholson & Carroll, 2013). The strength of these perspectives is a
robust denaturalisation of the “leader”. We come to find that the leader—follower relationship is
not the product of naturally occurring social stratification, but that both positions are themselves
already the eftects of discourse reproduced by multiple micro-interactions that is sustained and
reproduced in everyday interactions.

Reading Leadership Through Root Metaphors of Power

We have proposed that leadership scholarship is actually saturated in theorisations of power
and that three root metaphors — causality, mandate and micro-interactions — go a long way in
helping us disentangle the tensions of power that our discussions on leadership rely on if not
always make explicit. We have tried to show the strengths and weaknesses of each root meta-
phor and the way they attempt to locate power in very different dimensions of the individual,
relational and contextual nature of social processes. We want to turn to three specific theories
of leadership — transformational, adaptive and process theory — and attempt an intentional read-
ing of each through the three root metaphors. We should add that there is no simple equation
between a leadership theory and any one root metaphor. What we find when we try to read
power in leadership is that competing assumptions from different root metaphors co-exist in
leadership theories. Acknowledging that co-existence, and working through the tensions should
provide a means of bringing more refinement, robustness and nuance to such theories. In doing
so, we hope these root metaphors catalyse and expedite leadership theory development.

Transformational Leadership

Transformational theory is widely celebrated as leadership’s foremost theorisation of leadership.
It would certainly claim the pre-eminent mainstream position in terms of its contemporary
canon. Transformational leadership adherents would most likely position this theory squarely
in the leadership as mandate territory. Indeed this was the argument of Rusch, Gosetti, and
Mohoric (1991) who uncovered surprising links to Follett in Burns’s (1978) classic Leadership.
In an appendix, they detail clear (though unacknowledged) concepts directly borrowed from
Follett’s work (chiefly Follett, 1949; Follett & Graham, 1995). For example, Burns writes that
“Leadership is collective. Leaders, in responding to their own motives, appeal to the motive
bases of potential followers. As followers respond, a symbiosis relationship develops that binds
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leaders and followers together” (1978, p. 426). Burns (1978) also explicates his power metaphor
directly, claiming that “power is a relationship among persons” (p. 12). These relationships also
define the exercise of power as a collective act” (p. 13). Transformational leadership evinces
the mandate metaphor inasmuch as it frames leadership as something that exists of and for a
collective, and in its conception of followers as willing participants. It is positioned clearly in
distinction to the coercive undertones implicit in causal power, a fact demonstrated in particular
by transformational leadership’s insistence that it is different to, and considerably better than,
transactional leadership (e.g. Waldman, Bass, & Yammarino, 1990).

However, a closer reading of transformational leadership across these metaphors reveals that,
while they open up power in ways similar to mandate, this remains very much on the surface,
which is a conclusion incidentally reached by both Rusch ef al. (1991) and Gordon (2002).
Despite its intentions to sidestep the inimical connotations of causal coercion, transformational
leadership seems to hold on to the core assumptions of causality even as it speaks a different lan-
guage. This contradiction can be seen within Burns’ original work, in which leaders continue to
hold a position of superiority as the individuals who take the initiative, are more skilful, and better
at mobilising resources to exercise leadership “over” followers (1978, p. 21). This calls to mind
Arendt’s observation above that domination is reliant on resources, while power (as mandate)
has no need for these. Charisma is particularly notable in this regard, as it does most to obscure
transformation leadership’s notion of power. Charisma implies the attribution of such from others,
and thus suggests the conference of power from a collective (i.e. a mandate). Despite this, cha-
risma remains conceived of in terms of an individual possession or attribute in the new leadership
theories, and thus it is yet another resource on which a leader draws in order to influence others.

Most significantly, the notion of “transformation” is essentially another version of A causing B
to do otherwise. Here B is now a collective and what A causes is their transformation from a
lowly state of morality or performance to a “higher” one (Spoelstra & Delaney, 2015). Despite
the fact that transformational leadership appears to utilise a more positive conception of power,
it remains fundamentally conceptualised and evaluated in terms of causality, so that we can say
that this transformational leader caused performance beyond expectations or some other positive
“transformation”. This is important because it is the assumption that provides the foundation for
the scientific certainty espoused in transformational leadership theory. Were these theories to
truly embody a genuine mandate metaphor for power, they would also have to forego the same
levels of confidence in attributing transformational change to particular individual leaders. The
central point here, however, is not a critique of this stance but rather to highlight how a robust
and explicit vocabulary of power reveals the assumptions underpinning leadership theory.

Adaptive Leadership

Adaptive Leadership (Heifetz, 1994; Heifetz & Laurie, 1997) would present as having its roots in
power as both causality and mandate. Heifetz arrives in this position by outlining the concept of
adaptive problems, those being problems for which there is no known solution. These require
leadership, rather than the technical orientations of management or expertise. The difference
here is that, since the leader does not already know the answer to the problem, leadership must
engage the collective to find innovative solutions. Heifetz is thus usefully ambiguous with
respect to power: he holds strongly to a language of “the leader” who is clearly drawing on an
authority resource (causality). Yet the leader uses this power to create an environment in which
another kind of leadership-power can emerge from the collective (e.g. Heifetz, Grashow, &
Linsky, 2009, pp. 159-164). Moreover Heifetz notably echoes Follett on conflict and its uses
for finding novel solutions (Heifetz ef al., 2009, pp. 149-164).
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Yet this framing of the use of power as wholesome and collectively empowering actually
masks the way “the leader” is clearly holding the reins. As an example, Heifetz promotes the
“productive zone of disequilibrium” (Heifetz et al., 2009, pp. 28-32), by which he means
increasing people’s exposure to the pain of the adaptive problem so that they become engaged.
But this masks the dominance of power in two ways. It first suggests a level of manipulation in
which a “leader” intervenes against other people’s apathy in order to goad them into action.
The result may be to engage a collective on its own behalf, but the overwhelming positivity of
these aims obscure a hidden dominance in which the leader presumes the mandate to provoke
and expose. Second, the “productive zone of disequilibrium” institutes a discourse of engage-
ment and a normalising classification of people (from hot to cold). By asking colleagues/sub-
ordinates/followers to declare themselves in terms of their engagement with the issue, a subtle
technology of power is at play. That is, people are brought into the open and made to give an
account of themselves.

Heifetz argues that this strong leader work is crucial for the accomplishment of collective
goals. Indeed Arendt herself concluded that the failure of people to declare their engagement to
the issue led in part to the holocaust (1963). But what it does highlight is the way leadership —
even when construed as a collective mandate — involves power that cannot be reduced to a purely
positive egalitarian phenomenon. It is at this point that the inclusion of the micro-interaction
metaphor might actually help, given that, as collectives move to solve adaptive challenges, they
initiate a whole series of micro-interactions from which leadership may emerge differently if it is
allowed to. The tension between a leader trying to hold the “whole” process and a collective try-
ing to innovate across traditional barriers and constraints would appear a healthy one to make vis-
ible. In such micro-interactions discourse, practices, relationships and knowledge become places
where power can constitute new realities in theory.

Process Theories of Leadership

Process theories of leadership draw on a process ontology, such as that brought to prominence
by Whitehead (1925). In The Fallacy of Misplaced Leadership, for example, Martin Wood (2005)
demonstrated the strengths of a process-ontological critique, along with a small but growing
voice of likeminded scholars (e.g. Crevani, Lindgren, & Packendorff, 2010; Gergen, 2009;
Hosking, 1988; Kelly, 2015). Such scholars are dismantling the assumptions we have seen in
causality, such as atomistic individuality. Leadership, they argue, is an essentially relational con-
cept which emerges in the context of shared work. Moreover it is a fleeting accomplishment
and as such is never possessed by a person; it dissolves as quickly as it appears. Leadership, then,
is a constructed phenomenon which animates a social relationship only so long as the collective
wills it. Although such theorists seldom explicate power, this conception would appear to be
indebted to a micro-interaction metaphor; however, it also clearly echoes the mandate meta-
phor, especially Arendt. And, given that the power of leadership is thus positioned as a relational
construction rather than a natural or personal possession, it tends to acquire the positive flavour
of mandate as opposed to the more constitutive power of micro-interaction. Indeed, leader-
ship in such theories is usually positioned precisely as the positive, egalitarian alternative to the
mainstream and its assumptions of dominance.

However, a closer reading by way of these metaphors highlights an element of powerless-
ness in leadership. If leadership hinges on the attribution of power as a mandate from followers,
then it may also be observed that leaders are dependent on and subservient to their follow-
ers. In other words, leadership is simultaneously a phenomenon of power and powerlessness.
Leading is thus a complex and ambiguous position. For example, how does one lead in the
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face of difficult problems that will require a collective to face failure but without recourse to
some other kind of power in moments when a collective wishes to take a more familiar path?
Moreover, what is often missing in such accounts of leadership is an acknowledgement of the
discourses that underpin what counts as leadership and power, and thus sit behind the attribu-
tion and recognition of a leadership mandate in the first place. For leadership is entangled in
discourses of patriarchy, masculinity and dominance with the consequence that post-heroic
attempts at leading risk being interpreted as passivity and powerlessness (Fletcher, 2004). What
is made visible here is the complexity of process theories of leadership, not only in their implicit
paradox of power and powerlessness, but also in terms of the micro-interactions of power that
already overlay the meaning attributed to interactions. Process theory raises the question of the
effect of removing causality from the leadership equation and the degree to which leadership
can live with a tension between power and powerlessness which both mandate and, even more
so, micro-interaction metaphors raise.

Conclusion

Our readings of three leadership theories would seem to show that power-as-causality is very
difficult to move beyond. It chiefly functions to render the social world — including leadership —
controllable and agreeable to scientific pragmatism. However, it achieves this at the cost of severe
reductionism, and, in its inability to account for the complexity of leadership, it tends to take
positional authority as a proxy instead. While leadership may wish to describe its power in terms
that hide coercive causality, it is reluctant to stray too far from this metaphor, particularly because
it depends upon causality to justify, evaluate and predict leadership effectiveness. Moreover, lead-
ership owes its status not only as a field of scientific inquiry but as a business and social exigency
to a claim that is causal at heart. That is, it depends upon the assumption that the leader causes B
to achieve what it otherwise could not. Recognition of this assumption might be helpful in
explaining the vast sums of money that are spent on individual leader development, precisely
to develop the efficacy of leaders to succeed at what they are required to undertake. There is a
huge challenge here for leadership and leadership development researchers in assessing causality,
its reliance on certain channels of power and its limits.

While the simplicity of causality is obviously attractive and deeply embedded in how leader-
ship has been characterised and evolved, we equally see the importance of the mandate meta-
phor in addressing the collective, constructed nature of leadership. This is a position which
appears to be far more fruitful at describing the messy reality of leadership. What this metaphor
highlighted was the relationships between leader and led and the positive frame that attention
to such a relationship can bring. It similarly accords privileges to certain truths above others,
and in this case we saw the temptation to construe leadership as an unqualified positive force
for good, which creates a blind spot that conceals the potential for domination in leadership.
Lastly we note the analytical utility of the power-as-microinteraction metaphor, particularly in
denaturalising what is interpreted as leadership and in seeing leadership as the result of a myriad
of micro-moments and interactions, all in turn permeated by overarching discourses that consti-
tute power to certain structures, forms of knowledge, language and practice. While this appears
to speak to complexity and hidden sub-texts of power, it also potentially diminishes any hope
of identifying leadership within instances which confer power and powerlessness alike on any
and all who lead and are led.

Above all, what we have hoped to demonstrate is the importance of power in leadership.
The assumptions that each of these metaphors hold are of vital importance for the practice and
theory of leadership. In closing we would like to emphasise that none of these metaphors is
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sufficient by itself. Each reveals, and each hides. What is important therefore is not homogeneity
but critical reflexivity. To assume that we mean essentially the same thing by “power” misrep-
resents the vastly different meanings and root metaphors behind this word and these differences
need to be made explicit. As claimed at the beginning of this chapter, power affects what we call
leadership, where we look, what we will find, and what we claim it is for in the first place. To
that end, we submit these root metaphors as a vocabulary to create a starting place for a richer
dialogue on the power(s) of leadership.

Note

1 Note that this problem is resolved by Roy Bhaskar’s (Bhaskar, 1975) critical realist conception of cau-
sality. Through a stratified ontology, Bhaskar theorises causal power as a real tendency that may or may
not bring about an actual effect, due to competing other causal powers in an open system. He further
distinguishes any actual effects from what is empirical, meaning that there is no longer a requirement that
causality be empirically verifiable. Consequently, the problem dissolves, but nevertheless it remains clear
that the underpinning metaphor for power in Bhaskar is still that of causality.
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Followership in Context

A More Nuanced Understanding of
Followership in Relation to Leadership

Mary Uhl-Bien and Melissa Carsten

Leadership research is traditionally rooted in hierarchical thinking in which managers (leaders)
influence subordinates (followers) in an effort to produce positive results for a work unit and
organization (Baker, 2007; Bligh, 2011; Collinson, 2006; Shamir, 2007). This paradigm has
resulted in deeply rooted assumptions that only managers can lead and only subordinates can
follow (Bedeian & Hunt, 2006; Yukl, 2012). However, today’s organizations call for more
dynamic relationships in which all organizational members have capabilities to both lead and
follow in various situations. To meet this need, and the changing nature of organizations, theo-
retical and empirical advances in the leadership literature have sparked discussion around new
forms of leadership, including distributed leadership (Bolden, 2011; Gronn, 2002), relational
leadership (Ospina & Foldy, 2010; Uhl-Bien, 2006; Uhl-Bien & Ospina, 2012), and leadership
in networks (Balkundi & Kilduft, 2006).

Inherent in these new ways of thinking is the realization that leadership is about more than
leaders—it is also about followers, and how leaders and followers work together in a relational
process to co-create leadership (Fairhurst & Uhl-Bien, 2012). These views go beyond treat-
ments of followers as simply recipients of leaders” influence; they consider leadership as occur-
ring in a relational process (Shamir, 2007). Relational (process) views draw attention to the ways
in which leaders and followers engage with one another through combined acts of leading and
following to co-construct leadership and followership and their outcomes (Uhl-Bien, 2006;
Uhl-Bien, Riggio, Lowe, & Carsten, 2014). Identity (process) views describe how, through
a series of claiming and granting behaviors, individuals acting in context negotiate relational
identities as leaders and followers (DeRue & Ashford, 2010). Both of these views differ from
traditional leadership perspectives in that they do not privilege the leader. Instead they position
followers as key players (i.e., partners) in the creation, evolution, and impact of leadership and
its outcomes. To exaggerate the point, some process researchers even privilege the role of fol-
lowers, arguing that it is in following that leadership is created (i.e., without followers there can
be no leaders) (Uhl-Bien & Ospina, 2012; Uhl-Bien et al., 2014).

Accompanying these new views of leadership is a growing body of research on followership
theory (Carsten, Uhl-Bien, West, Patera, & McGregor, 2010; Crossman & Crossman, 2011;
Lapierre & Carsten, 2014; Sy, 2010). Followership theory is the study of the nature and impact
of followers and following in the leadership process (Uhl-Bien et al., 2014). Some research on
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followership reverses the lens to consider how leaders view followers (Shamir, 2007; Sy, 2010).
Other approaches investigate how subordinates perceive and enact their role with leaders, rang-
ing from traditional definitions of passive and deferent followership (DeCremer & VanDijk,
2005; De Vries & Van Gelder, 2005) to more engaged and proactive views of followership
(Carsten et al., 2010; Carsten, Uhl-Bien, & Jayawikrema, 2013; Dvir & Shamir, 2003).

The purpose of this chapter is to delve deeper into our understanding of followership by
examining it across different contexts to see how changes in context can illuminate our under-
standing of followership in relation to leadership. Across the contexts we highlight behaviors,
roles, and choices associated with followership. We begin with hierarchy to examine follower-
ship in the more classic organizational context. This context represents a position-based per-
spective that equates managers with leaders and subordinates with followers (Bedeian & Hunt,
2006). A misleading assumption associated with this context is that managers always lead and
subordinates always follow. As we will show, this assumption is flawed even in hierarchical
structures, in that the most effective leadership relationships occur when managers also follow
and subordinates also lead (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995).

We then consider followership in two more recently emerging contexts: distributed leader-
ship (Bolden, 2011; Gronn, 2002) and leadership in networks (Balkundi & Kilduff, 2006). In
the first, we explore followership and leadership not as position-based phenomena but as nego-
tiated roles and identities constructed in relational and organizational contexts. In the second,
we consider followership and leadership in networks, focusing on two special network cases:
open source software projects (von Hippel & von Krogh, 2003) and social media (Kumar,
Novak, & Tomkins, 2010). Network contexts allow us to extend understanding of follower-
ship by showing that, although followership can be both an identity and a behavior, the two
are not necessarily aligned. As seen in social media and open source contexts, one can hold a
follower identity while engaging in leadership behaviors. In this way, we show the value of
a contextual perspective (Osborn, Hunt, & Jauch, 2002), and demonstrate that by changing
contexts we can uncover richer, and more deeply nuanced, understandings of followership in
relation to leadership.

Followership in a Hierarchical Context

Followership in a hierarchical context is associated with the subordinate position in an organi-
zational hierarchy. The traditional approach to followers in this context is leader-centric, with
the actions of the leader (manager) privileged and emphasis placed on how leader characteristics,
behaviors, and qualities impact work unit outcomes (Yukl, 2012). These approaches have long
identified managers as the best individuals to influence decision-making and change in organiza-
tions (Hecksher, 1994). As a result, followers (subordinates) are typically seen as lacking initia-
tive or influence, and acting at the mercy of the leader’s direction (Baker, 2007; Bligh, 2011;
Chaleff, 2003; Kelley, 1992).

More recent advances in followership theory are moving beyond this more limited view
of followership as subordination to consider how individuals holding subordinate positions con-
struct their roles and identities in a variety of ways, not just as passive followers (Collinson,
2006; Howell & Mendez, 2008; Kelley, 1992). The most prominent of these is follower role-
orientation research (Carsten et al., 2013; Uhl-Bien et al., 2014). This framework, associated
with a hierarchical organizational context, emanates from qualitative findings of Carsten et al.
(2010) demonstrating that individuals hold a range of followership schema ranging from pas-
sive to proactive, and these schema influence social constructions of followership, depending
on contextual factors. The findings of Carsten et al. (2010) challenge traditional notions of’
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followership as passive and deferent by showing that followers difterentially construct and enact
their subordinate position, depending on the schema they hold and the organizational climate.

Building on the concept of schema as they relate to social construction, Carsten and col-
leagues (2013) draw from role-orientation theory (Parker, 2000) to investigate follower role
orientation. Follower role orientation refers to how subordinates define a follower role, how
broadly they perceive the tasks associated with the role, and how they believe they should
approach a follower role to be effective (Parker, 2007). Follower role orientations develop
over time as individuals interact with authority figures in hierarchical contexts (Fiske &
Taylor, 1991; Louis, 1980). This research represents a follower-centric approach to follow-
ership (Shamir, 2007; Uhl-Bien & Pillai, 2007), viewing followership as a role enactment
socially constructed in the context of a subordinate position. Although subordinates maintain
followership schema, or deeply seated beliefs, in accordance with their follower role orienta-
tions, whether they can act on these schema largely depends on contextual variables, such as
leadership style and organizational climate (Carsten et al., 2010).

These contextual factors present dilemmas and choices for subordinates as they enact their
roles. For example, a key challenge occurs when one’s follower role orientation (i.e., schema)
does not match the situation. In these cases, subordinates must decide how they are going to
behave. In some cases this can be a choice, such as when proactive followers choose to become
passive; in other cases this can be a dilemma, such as passive followers being asked to be proactive
when they are not capable of doing so. Another challenge occurs when subordinates must decide
whether or not to follow. For those with an anti-authoritarian orientation, not following may be
their natural proclivity, in which case they will need to recognize the risk and potential conse-
quences of their actions. In all cases, a key element underlying role enactment is the identity and
corresponding behaviors the individual associates with the subordinate position.

Passive Follower Role Orientation: A “Subordinate” Role Enactment

Followership research has begun to identify different types of role orientations followers can
adopt (Carsten et al., 2010; Carsten & Uhl-Bien, 2012; Carsten et al., 2013). One type is the
passive follower-role orientation, in which subordinates believe that followership is best enacted
by being silent, deferent, and obedient to the leader (Carsten et al., 2010; Howell & Mendez,
2008; Kelley, 1992). This role orientation is rooted in bureaucratic beliefs that hierarchy pro-
duces legitimate authority figures (i.e., leaders) who are more capable and effective than fol-
lowers (Weber, 1968). The assumption is that managerial positions carry the responsibility for
making decisions, solving problems, gathering information, and setting goals (DeCremer &
VanDijk, 2005; De Vries & Van Gelder, 2005; Ravlin & Thomas, 2005). Thus, individuals
with a passive follower-role orientation believe that managers are in the best position to “lead”
(Hecksher, 1994; Howell & Mendez, 2008; Kelley, 1992), while subordinates are in the best
position to “follow” (i.e., a “subordinate” role enactment).

Role orientations are derived from beliefs and schema regarding what it means to follow
(Parker, 2000, 2007), but behavior in the follower role is also heavily influenced by context
(Carsten et al., 2010; Parker, Wall, & Jackson, 1997). When the context matches a passive role
orientation, i.e., when it is highly bureaucratic in nature, subordinates with a passive orienta-
tion enact their role using traditional, passive following behaviors. These behaviors represent
deference in the form of obedience, compliance, and following without question or challenge.
Given that in today’s environment support for passive followership styles is waning (Chaleft,
2003; Griftin, Neal, & Parker, 2007; Morgeson, Delaney-Klinger, & Hemingway, 2005), it
is likely that the biggest dilemma followers with a passive orientation face is the request to
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be more proactive (Carsten et al., 2010). Followers with a passive role orientation are likely
to find themselves in a context that thrives on participation, or with a leader who encour-
ages collaborative decision-making. Because these subordinates believe that followers should
be passive, deferent, and obedient, however, they may find requests to engage and participate
uncomfortable (Bjugstad, Thach, Thompson, & Morris, 2006; Carsten et al., 2010; Kelley,
1992; Townsend & Gebhardt, 1997).

For the follower with a passive role orientation, the choice of whether to engage or remain
deferent is a difficult one that could cause anxiety or distress. Moreover, their lack of engage-
ment may present challenges to managers who rely on subordinates to contribute valuable
knowledge or information. On the other hand, subordinates with a passive role orientation
may experience dilemmas associated with following a directive that is deemed unethical or
inappropriate (Carsten & Uhl-Bien, 2012; Uhl-Bien & Carsten, 2007). When confronted
with an unethical or unreasonable request from a leader, research suggests that approximately
30 percent of subordinates will obey the request, even though they know it is inappropriate
(Blass, 2009; Burger 2009; Milgram, 1965). Followers with a passive role orientation, who
believe that directives should be followed without question, would be faced with the choice of
disobeying a directive (which is in direct violation of their role beliefs) or complying with the
unethical request. Subordinates who comply may cause serious harm to others or the organi-
zation, whereas subordinates who disobey may incur negative consequences. Thus, the tradi-
tional hierarchical context does not allow much flexibility for a subordinate with a passive role
orientation, who believes that a manager’s directive should be obeyed and followed.

Anti-authoritarian Follower Role Orientation: A “Non-follower” Role Enactment

A second type of follower role orientation is anti-authoritarian orientation (Bennett, 1988).
Subordinates with this orientation believe that the follower role involves warding off the leader’s
attempt to manipulate and subjugate followers (Bennett, 1988; Gregory, 1955; Weitman, 1962).
This orientation is the converse of authoritarianism—the belief that superiors are all knowing and
all powerful (Gregory, 1955). Individuals with an anti-authoritarian orientation reject the idea
that superiors can tell them what to do; they may even have an angry or contemptuous reaction
to influence attempts by a superior (Bennett, 1988; Weitman, 1962) (i.e., a “non-follower” role
enactment). They prefer to work autonomously and object to power being used to force them
into submission (Gregory, 1955).

Individuals with an anti-authoritarian role orientation would be especially challenged in a
highly bureaucratic and centralized context where little can be accomplished without approval
from the top. In these situation they may become frustrated, and perhaps even aggressive, in
their behavior (Bennett, 1988; Kreml, 1977), finding it difficult to remain silent in situations
that are especially confining and do not allow for autonomous decision-making. These hier-
archical contexts, therefore, present risks for those holding an anti-authoritarian orientation.
Hierarchical contexts could prompt them to react in ways that attempt to ward off a sense of
powerlessness or engage in desperate attempts to regain power (Fleming & Spicer, 2007).

Such non-following role enactments are likely to impede completion of work assignments,
causing frustration for managers and hurting the follower’s reputation. In an interesting twist on
abusive supervision (Tepper, 2000), these individuals may even be viewed as abusive subordi-
nates due to passive—aggressive or destructive covert behaviors toward the manager (Liu, Kwan,
Wu, & Wu, 2010). Hence, those with anti-authoritarian follower orientation must manage this
orientation to identify role enactments that avoid potentially negative consequences to them-
selves and those around them, and that are not detrimental to performance.
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Co-production Follower Role Orientation: A “Partnership” Role Enactment

A third type of follower role orientation is a co-production orientation (Carsten & Uhl-Bien,
2012). This orientation is associated with the belief that a strong follower role is necessary for
supporting leaders in accomplishing the organizational mission (Chaleff, 2003; Crossman &
Crossman, 2011; Dvir & Shamir, 2003; Hollander, 1993; Hollander & Offermann, 1990; Rost,
1993). It is based on the assumption that leaders are better able to solve problems, make deci-
sions, divert crises, and meet objectives because of the contribution of followers (Bjugstad et al.,
2006; Crossman & Crossman, 2011).

Individuals with a co-production orientation see the follower role as effective and influ-
ential, and therefore work to partner with leaders to advance organizational outcomes. They
engage with their managers in ways that “advance the mission of their department or organi-
zation” (Carsten et al., 2010, p. 556). As a result individuals holding this belief are likely to
enact their subordinate role by collaborating constructively with leaders, anticipating problems,
thinking ahead, taking initiative to help the unit, and being willing to challenge leaders if they
are headed in the wrong direction (Carsten et al., 2010). This view is consistent with Dvir
and Shamir’s (2003) assertion that followers with critical, independent orientations are active
and dominant rather than submissive, making them more likely to contribute actively to the
leadership process.

The hierarchical context presents a number of choices and dilemmas for subordinates as
they attempt to enact their follower role (Carsten et al., 2010). For example, by engaging in
a partnership with the manager and enacting “leadership” behaviors, these subordinates may
find themselves overloaded by the increased amount of responsibility and accountability they
assume. Given the hierarchical context, they may also find themselves under-rewarded or
under-recognized for their contributions. In these situations, subordinates with a co-production
orientation may face heightened levels of burnout or exhaustion (Seltzer & Numerof, 1988;
Stanley, 2004). If they become frustrated at the lack of acknowledgment of their efforts, they
may also withdraw their extra-role behaviors—an action that would likely be accompanied by
dissatisfaction, given that withdrawal behavior is not consistent with this orientation.

Individuals with a co-production orientation may face dilemmas when working in an envi-
ronment that does not support the idea of partnership behaviors from subordinates. A subordi-
nate with a co-production role orientation may become frustrated when the leadership climate
discourages participation. For example, Carsten et al. (2010) describe the frustration of a highly
proactive follower working for a leader who “over-managed” subordinates. In these situations,
it may be easy for subordinates with a co-production orientation to feel disillusioned because
their voice and engagement is not acceptable (de Vries, Jehn, & Terwel, 2012). Subordinates
are left with the choice of whether to engage (and be perceived as inappropriate) or remain
silent and hold back the ideas or suggestions they feel are needed for the betterment of the
group. When the environmental pressure associated with “falling in line” and taking a one-
down position causes these followers to remain silent, the organization could suffer from missed
opportunities or valuable ideas.

A subordinate with a co-production orientation may be equally dismayed when attempting
to work with a manager who maintains a more laissez-faire leadership approach (Bass & Stogdill,
1990). Given their belief that followers should engage in partnership and immerse themselves in
the leadership process, working with a laissez-faire manager who is not interested in leading may
present a real challenge for them (Skogstad, Einarsen, Torsheim, Aasland, & Hetland, 2007).
These individuals would likely try to engage with the leader, present ideas and suggestions for
improvement, and work to secure information and resources, only to be met with inaction
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by the manager. In this case, the individuals might even find themselves taking on part of the
manager’s leadership role, or facing the dilemma of wanting to lead but being constrained by a
hierarchical context.

Behavioral (Process) View

An interesting element of a co-production orientation, therefore, is this “partnership” role
enactment that it creates. This enactment does not align cleanly with our traditional notions
that leaders (managers) lead and followers (subordinates) follow; rather, in a partnership enact-
ment many of the behaviors taken on by the subordinate are more leadership than follower-
ship (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). We can see this if we adopt a behavioral (process) view that
recognizes leadership and followership in the behaviors that comprise the leadership relation-
ship. In partnership relationships, it is not uncommon for subordinates to take responsibility
for leading a project (i.e., subordinate as leader) and for managers to then follow the subordi-
nate (i.e., manager as follower of the subordinate). Managers construct this followership role
enactment by deferring to the subordinate’s expertise, direction, guidance, and decisions in
ways that advance and support successful project performance. In other words, the role of the
manager in these situations is to support the subordinate by providing resources, sponsorship,
and support.

The use of the term “follower” to describe the subordinate and “leader” to describe the man-
ager is therefore not appropriate in these contexts (Bedeian & Hunt, 2006). This has led some
to look for alternative words to describe followership (Rost, 1993). Others describe leadership
as “leaderful” (Raelin, 2011) or call for abandoning the term follower altogether (Miller, 1998;
Raelin, 2011; Rost, 2008). But eliminating the term follower is not the appropriate response, as
it misrepresents the nature of the leader—follower relationship. As described by Shamir (2012),
eliminating followers from the leadership equation means we are no longer studying leadership.
Leadership is a disproportionate influence relationship—for leadership to occur someone must
be willing to follow another at least some of the time, or there is no leadership (Shamir, 2007,
2012; Uhl-Bien et al., 2014).

Our contextual analysis thus reveals the importance of the relational (behavioral process) view.
According to the behavioral process view, leadership and followership are co-constructed when
individuals engage with one another in combined acts of leading and following (Fairhurst &
Uhl-Bien, 2012; Uhl-Bien et al., 2014). In this case, by acceding to the subordinate’s decision
or expertise, the manager is allowing the subordinate disproportionate influence: the manager is
following, the subordinate is leading, and together they are co-constructing followership and,
hence, leadership.

Followership in a Distributed Leadership Context

Although we can catch glimmers of the behavioral process view in the hierarchical context, it
emerges more clearly in distributed leadership approaches. Distributed leadership approaches view
leadership not as the responsibility of just one person but as a social process (Bolden, 2011). They
offer an alternative to heroic leadership approaches by arguing that responsibility for leadership is
not just in manager positions, but also dispersed throughout the organization (Brown & Hosking,
1986; Bennett, Wise, Woods, & Harvey, 2003). As described by Bennett and colleagues (2003),
these approaches view leaders as an emergent property of a group or network of interacting indi-
viduals in which varieties of expertise are distributed across the many, not the few. A distributed
leadership context, therefore, is one in which leadership and followership are not identified or
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defined by hierarchical roles but, rather, negotiated in relational interactions between people
working together in organizations (Raelin, 2011; Uhl-Bien, 2006).

Interestingly, although distributed leadership approaches are offered as an alternative to
leader-centric views of leadership, they share elements of leader-centrism in their privileg-
ing of leadership over followership. Rarely in this literature is followership mentioned, and
the importance of followership to leadership constructions is not recognized. As described by
Gronn (2002), the suggestion in these approaches is to dispense with followership and view
organizations instead as a “process of negotiation between leaders” (Gronn, 2002, p. 427 citing
Miller, 1998, p. 18). Eliminating followers from consideration, however, means we have moved
away from leadership and crossed into some other phenomenon, like teamwork or collaboration
(Shamir, 2007, 2012). Although the distributed leadership literature might not acknowledge the
importance of followership, by definition, follower identities and/or behaviors must be present
for leadership to occur.

A distributed leadership context thus provides a rich opportunity to study leadership and fol-
lowership unencumbered by formally prescribed positional definitions. By removing leadership
and followership from position, distributed approaches require us to consider more precisely
what makes a phenomenon leadership (and followership). To answer this, scholars turn to
two approaches: the behavioral (process) view and the identity construction view. The first,
as described above, considers leadership as a co-creation constructed in leading and following
behaviors (Fairhurst & Uhl-Bien, 2012; Ospina & Uhl-Bien, 2012). The second, elaborated
below, describes leadership as occurring in a process of negotiated follower and leader identities.

The Identity Construction Process: Follower and Leader Claims and Grants

DeRue and Ashford (2010) advanced their model of leader and follower identity construction
process specifically for leadership in distributed contexts. This model draws from research on
“identity work” (Snow & Anderson, 1987) and social interactionism (Blumer, 1969) to describe
how people form, maintain, strengthen, and revise individual identities. The model consid-
ers not only the identity work undertaken by individuals to project particular images but also
identity work contributed by others, who mirror back and support (or fail to support) the image
being projected. Through identity construction processes, “the ambiguity of organizational
membership is resolved” (DeRue & Ashford, 2010, p. 631) when individuals project images
that are then matched with either affirming, or disaffirming, responses.

The identity construction model begins with enactment of an identity: the meaning attached
to the self (DeRue & Ashford, 2010; Gecas, 1982). The choice to adopt a particular identity
depends on three interacting self-construal mechanisms: individual, relational, and collective
(Brewer & Gardner, 1996). Individual self-construal occurs independently, without input from
or interaction with others. It involves seeing oneself and one’s own characteristics and behav-
iors as being more aligned with a particular role or identity (e.g., a follower, a leader). Relational
self-construal is developed through interaction with others. It involves relying on how others
see and treat you (e.g., a follower, a leader). Collective construal involves the endorsement of’
a follower identity from a larger community. This occurs when a larger group collectively
bestows a certain identity (follower, leader) on the individual.

Applied to followership, a follower identity is assumed depending on how individuals see
themselves and how others see and treat them, which occurs through what DeRue and Ashford
(2010) call “claiming” and “granting” behaviors. Claiming behaviors involve the actions people
take to establish themselves with a particular identity; “granting” behaviors involve the actions
others use to bestow a particular identity on an individual. For example, an individual claims
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a follower identity by stating or demonstrating that they plan to follow the lead or orders of
another. An individual can also claim a follower identity through more subtle behaviors, such
as not taking initiative or deferring to another. An individual grants a follower identity when he
or she advises another to just follow orders or expects another to do as told. An individual can
grant another a follower identity by offering an affirming response to the other’s follower claim,
such as a follower claim of “I’ll follow your lead” being matched with, “Okay good. I'll lead and
you follow” (a follower grant). It can also be a more subtle or subversive grant, such as leaving
the other out of an important decision-making or brainstorming session.

In a distributed leadership context, when an individual is granted a follower role they are
identified by someone else as a follower and urged to take a follower identity. This may happen
directly, such as when an individual is told they have to follow another member, or indirectly,
such as when another member claims a leader identity and thus grants followership to others.
Followership grants, without a reciprocal claim, however, may result in a power struggle. When
two individuals attempt to claim leadership without a supporting grant from the other, it could
result in counterproductive behaviors that detract from goal achievement (Fleming & Spicer,
2007). This could also damage personal relationships by inciting sabotage or undercutting in an
attempt to gain power. In situations where no one is willing to claim a follower identity the result-
ing power struggles will also drain valuable energy and resources required to complete the work.

An opposite situation could occur when everyone claims a follower identity and no one is
willing or able to be a leader. In these cases, groups could struggle due to lack of leadership, or
they could end up with individuals being granted leadership who are not necessarily the most
competent. An excess of follower claims could also occur on projects or topics that are unde-
sirable, controversial, or risky, where no one wants to assume responsibility. Individuals who
claim followership are, in essence, allowing themselves to be influenced by the leader, foregoing
privileges that come with being the leader. This is not to say that they abdicate responsibility or
fail to contribute to work outcomes. Rather they might fully engage in a work product but fail
to gain the recognition and rewards received by leaders. If they do this continually over time,
individuals who repeatedly claim a follower identity could eventually be labeled a “follower,”
and lose potential benefits associated with leadership. DeRue and Ashford (2010) note that
repeated claiming of an identity will impact the way that others perceive one’s ability to lead
or follow (e.g., repeatedly claiming a follower identity could play against individuals when they
subsequently attempt to claim a leader identity).

Identity (Process) View

The identity (process) view in a distributed leadership context thus lets us see how identity plays
into followership theory. The identity view implies that followership is constructed through a
collective negotiation process that results in at least one person taking on a follower identity and
at least one person taking on a leader identity. An assumption of this approach is that follower
identity is then associated with follower/following behaviors. As we will see in the next context,
however, this assumption is not necessarily true: Although individuals in a network context take
on a follower identity, this does not necessarily mean their behaviors will reflect what we typi-
cally associate with a follower role.

Followership in a Network Context

In recent years, network contexts have become more predominant in our thinking about how
individuals coordinate together to accomplish goals. A primary factor behind the emergence of
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network contexts (e.g., social media, open source software projects) is technological advance-
ments that enable individuals to self-organize around common needs and interests (Baldwin &
von Hippel, 2011; Gallivan, 2001). To understand this, a growing body of work is turning atten-
tion to how networks are affecting organizational dynamics in informal organizational contexts
(Ahuja, 2000; Burt, 2012; Burt, Kilduft, & Tasselli, 2013).

These contexts are not defined by formal structure, or a predetermined set of roles and
responsibilities. Instead individuals make choices about when and how to lead and follow and
how they will contribute to a project or cause. For example, both online social networking
and social media are characterized by members oscillating between “starter” and “follower”
roles in an effort to share ideas, content, and expertise (Huberman, Romero, & Wu, 2008;
Mathioudakis & Kaudas, 2009). In both examples, leader and follower roles are not enforced
by hierarchical positions, and there is no formal organization to ensure that leaders lead and fol-
lowers follow. Followership in this context is completely voluntary—there is no one to tell you
who or how to follow (Yilmaz, 2008). Similarly, open source software projects rely on adminis-
trators who begin new innovative projects, and followers who voluntarily join in and contribute
to advancing and completing a project (von Krogh, Spaeth, & Lakhani, 2003). Whereas some
followers may be directly involved in the effort advanced by the leader (i.e., developers), others
may take a more distant role of observer (Kumar et al., 2010).

Compared to hierarchical structures, in which individuals are position bound, in network
structures followers have the opportunity to stop following at any time (Roberts, Hann, &
Slaughter, 2006; von Hippel & von Krough, 2003). Thus, the choices followers make in this
context revolve around whom to follow, how engaged they will be with the leader’s move-
ment or project, and whether they will be an advocate to get others involved or passively watch
the movement advance. Identifying as a follower of a leader in an open source context is often
motivated by a strong sense of belonging that drives collective action (Bagozzi & Dholakia,
2006) or an attraction to a common goal advocated by the leader that creates a sense of shared
identity (Haslam & Platow, 2001). As a result, network contexts provide rich environments for
studying naturally occurring followership enactments. Without the confines of formal organiza-
tional structure, followers in a network context can come and go as they please, share as much
or as little information as they want, and make their own decisions regarding which projects
they contribute to.

Indeed, in open source software projects followers make up the core work group—Ileaders
would not have a project if it were not for followers. Many such followers contribute to mul-
tiple projects at one time (Stam, 2009). Followers choose to engage because they are motivated
by the task (Hertel, Niedner, & Herrmann, 2003; Shah 2006), because they believe they have
expertise and knowledge to contribute (Roberts et al., 2006), or because they are interested in
working with the leader (Hahn, Moon, & Zhang, 2008). In both open source and social media
contexts, individuals follow another due to friendship, partnership, or even celebrity worship of
the leader (Chesbrough, 2003).

Thus, deciding to be a follower and contribute to an open source project means deciding
to be a thought leader, providing expertise and vital information, and ensuring that the project
is advanced through one’s contributions (Franke & von Hippel, 2003; Lakhani & von Hippel,
2003). Observers who regularly follow a project leader often contribute by spreading news and
information to and about the leader. They do this by initiating, sharing, and promoting ideas
both within and across project contexts—acting as a bridge to help advance more innovative
and eftective outcomes (Fleming & Waguespack, 2007; Shah & Tripsas, 2007). Following in
this context entails a large amount of work and responsibility, so much so that followers take
on many ‘“leader-like” functions, such as sharing vital information and influencing others to get
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involved and contribute to a project or movement (Chesebrough, 2003). Similarly, in social
media contexts, individuals acting as fans help a celebrity become more popular by spreading
the word and drawing more fans into the celebrity network.

Paradox: Follower Identity, Leadership Behaviors

In this way, networks provide a unique context for studying followership because they break
norms regarding what we believe followers do. Central throughout leadership and follower-
ship literature is the belief that followership is identified by some form of deferent or compli-
ant behavior (Uhl-Bien et al., 2014). Although this behavior may range from more passive to
more proactive, followers are deferent to leaders in ways that respect the leader’s higher status
(Kelley, 1992; Yukl, 2012).

In network contexts, deference can be seen in identity but not necessarily in behavior. An
individual might be willing to self-identify as a follower to another—granting another a leader
identity and claiming for self a follower identity. But rather than being deferent, a follower
in this context typically best enacts the role by acting as a leader to enhance, promote, or
advance the leader’s cause or reputation (Roberts et al., 2006). Followers help spread the word,
raise awareness, provide feedback or news, and contribute new knowledge and understanding
(Franke & von Hippel, 2003; Lakhani & von Hippel, 2003). When they do this they act as
“influencers”—a role typically characterized as defining behaviors of leadership.

In network contexts, therefore, we have self-identified followers acting as leaders. In some
ways, this is an extension of the co-production orientation identified in the hierarchical context
in which individuals identify their role as partnering with leaders to advance the mission and
goals. The difference is that in the hierarchical context followers clearly know their place—
they recognize that the hierarchical structure dictates that they ultimately defer to the leader’s
authority. In network contexts this deference is not embedded in the structure but, instead, is
completely voluntary. If anything, these structures mean that leaders are even more dependent
on others acting as followers (cf. Kotter, 1977).

This suggests that followership is a more complex phenomenon than previously thought.
Rather than assuming we can identify followers clearly by position, behavior, or identity, net-
work contexts call for us to use a combined approach in studying and understanding follower-
ship. In networks, such as open source projects and social media, followership is based purely
on identity (rather than formal organization); identities and roles can change rapidly; and leaders
and followers are truly interdependent (the leader is not a leader without others following, and
the follower is not a follower without a leader to identify with). Networks thus represent the
most complex and fluid states of leadership and followership of the three contexts.

Conclusion

A key contribution of followership to leadership research and practice is the recognition that fol-
lowership is inextricably linked to leadership, and as such, followers play just as important a role
in leadership as leaders. We have long known this from our understanding of leadership, mutual
dependence, and effective management. In his now classic article, Kotter (1977) identified depend-
ency relationships—in which managers are also dependent on subordinates—as an inherent part
of the managerial job. Despite this, our dominant line of thinking in leadership research remains
rooted in the hierarchical, manager-subordinate relationship of leaders and followers.

A challenge presented by the hierarchical paradigm is that it places followers in a one-
down position where they are not expected to contribute much to leadership. We know,
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however, that leaders increasingly rely on followers for sharing ideas (i.e., voice) (Van Dyne &
LePine, 1998), proactively changing the work setting (i.e., taking charge) (Morrison & Phelps,
1999), and contributing in ways that go above and beyond their stated work responsibili-
ties (i.e., issue selling and organizational citizenship behaviors) (Dutton, Ashford, O’Neill, &
Lawrence, 2001; Podsakoff & MacKenzie, 1997). Although we expect followers to become
more engaged in the leadership process and take more responsibility for work outcomes, our
hierarchical thinking about the importance of leaders prevents us from fully understanding the
necessity for followership in the co-creation of leadership.

In this chapter we attempt to address this problem by considering followership in context.
This contextual analysis reveals three varying views of followership. The first is the classic
position (role) view that equates leader with manager, and follower with subordinate (Shamir,
2007). This view is associated with role-based approaches that study followership as a (formal)
role enactment (Carsten et al., 2010). The second is a behavioral (process) view that views
leadership and followership as co-constructed in combined acts of leading and following
(Uhl-Bien et al., 2014). Because this view does not equate position with leadership and fol-
lowership, it allows us to see that managers can (and often do) engage in following behaviors/
roles with subordinates, and subordinates can (and often do) engage in leading behaviors/
roles with managers. The behavior view also allows us to see that non-following behaviors
can result in no leadership being co-constructed, despite positional roles that might indicate
otherwise (Uhl-Bien et al., 2014). The third is an identity (process) view, which says that
followership is constructed when, through an interactive social process, individuals take on
(or reinforce) a follower identity (DeRue & Ashford, 2010).

When examined across contexts, these views provide a more nuanced understanding of follow-
ership than previously considered. Our examination of the hierarchical context supports the view
that for some, classic representations of followers as passive and obedient (Kelley, 1992) are valid.
For others, however, followership role enactments reflect “partnership” (i.e., co-production) rela-
tionships more consistent with leadership than followership. In these partnership relationships,
traditional notions of managers as leaders and subordinates as followers break down (Bedeian &
Hunt, 2006). The behavioral process view helps us understand this by recognizing followership
and leadership as occurring in the behaviors (i.e., following and leading behaviors) individuals use
to co-construct these phenomena.

When we move to a distributed leadership context, the behavioral process view becomes
more apparent. In a distributed leadership context, leadership and followership are clearly iden-
tified by combined acts of leading and following, which together generate the disproportionate
influence process that defines leadership (Shamir, 2012). A distributed leadership contexts adds
another perspective to followership theory: that of followership as an identity construction
process (DeRue & Ashford, 2010). From this perspective, followership occurs when individuals
take on a follower identity and act in accordance with this identity in their engagement with
leaders. Hence, follower identities are associated with at least some form of deference behavior
on the part of the follower (e.g., a leader grant to another and a follower claim for self).

In network contexts, however, we see that none of the perspectives alone explain what is
going on—instead we need a combined approach across the behavior and identity perspectives.
In network structures, such as social media and open source software projects, individuals take
on a follower identity but behave in ways more consistent with leadership. Therefore, we can-
not assume that a follower identity is enacted in the same way across contexts. Followership in a
hierarchical structure involves strongly embedded norms that do not translate to network envi-
ronments. Whereas in hierarchical structures the term follower clearly carries with it a negative
connotation (hence the desire to abandon the term altogether—Rost, 2008; Raelin, 2011),
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in network structures following another is carried more like a badge of pride or a vote of
approval. In these contexts to say you are following someone is to recognize them in a posi-
tive way, and to indicate a desire to want to join with them as a means to elevate one’s own
sense of status and belonging. Contrary to subordination, followership in a network context
conveys a sense of camaraderie, togetherness, and support for attainment of mutually desired
needs and outcomes.

In this way, we see an evolution in understanding and meaning of followership as we
examine it across contexts. We also see that followership is more nuanced than traditionally
understood. Our analysis reveals an urgent need to pay more serious attention to the position-
ing and importance of followership in leadership and organizational studies. Trends clearly
suggest that the nature of work is only going to continue to move toward more distributed and
network contexts. As this happens the belief that followership is uninteresting or unimportant
is no longer accurate. Rather, the desire by so many in social media and network contexts to
self-identify as followers should serve as a clarion call to both scholars and practitioners that
followership is among the most important new frontiers in leadership research.
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Leadership Succession in
Politics and Business

Converging Logics?

Fredrik Bynander and Paul ‘t Hart

Building Them Up, Cutting Them Down

In early February 2015, Australian politics was once again rocked by speculation that a third
successive incumbent prime minister was about to be dumped by his own party colleagues.
It had happened to Australian Labor Party Prime Ministers Kevin Rudd (elected November
2007, toppled June 2010) and his replacement Julia Gillard (toppled June 2013). And now
Liberal Party Prime Minister Tony Abbott came perilously close to undergoing the same
fate, just fifteen months after having been elected with a large margin by an electorate deeply
weary of the unsavory spectacle of three years of factional warfare and political rivalry within
the Labor Party. Had all these leaders failed so comprehensively so soon as to compel their
colleagues to turn off their political oxygen? What were their colleagues hoping to achieve in
making a leadership change? And why keep going down this road in the face of clear evidence
that dumping a leader is a self-~defeating strategy for a party keen on winning the next election
(Tiffen, 2015)?

One can write this example off as merely another illustration of the irrational nature of
politics (or of the substandard quality of the people who land in political leadership roles). But
it does not take much to find strong indications that remarkably similar practices of leader-
ship succession occur in the allegedly more rational business world too. Business management
scholar Rakesh Khurana (2002) studied patterns of CEO recruitment in large publicly traded
U.S. companies and found evidence of a persistent, self-defeating pattern of boards recruiting
‘charismatic’ CEOs: outsiders to the companies they were brought in to lead, highly self-
confident communicators, explicitly tasked with, and bent on, ‘shaking up’ the place. Hailed
as corporate ‘saviors’ at the point of entry, these new leaders set about frantically slashing
costs and reorganizing corporate strategies, structures, and business practices. When corporate
performance does not improve fast, their momentum stalls as quickly as it was created. The
same coalition of forces — investment analysts, institutional investors, recruitment firms, and
boards — that brought them in will now dump them, only to surrender the leadership of the
company to yet another charismatic outsider (Beck and Wiersema, 2011).

The parallels are striking. In both instances, clever, experienced, and self-interested people
authorize and de-authorize leaders in the belief that doing so at the right time and in the right
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way can change the fate of the organization. In both instances, organizations often claim to
embrace ‘succession planning,” and sometimes devote noticeable preparatory effort to design
orderly processes of elite circulation — akin to cooperative ‘relay races,” as opposed to the com-
petitive ‘horse races’ (Finkelstein et al., 2009). However, more often than not the practice of
succession in both business and political organizations is much more ‘messy’ and ‘political’ than
that (Bynander and ‘t Hart, 2008; Frederickson et al., 1988). Clearly, in some settings and at least
some of the time, the institutional dynamics of leadership selection in politics and business are
more similar than one might think. They are certainly a lot more similar than the two virtually
completely segmented, self-referential fields of scholarship allow their students and readers to
see. By examining both in parallel and showing areas of overlap or potential complementarity,
we can enrich leadership studies both theoretically and methodologically. The prize, in short, is
to deepen insight into the dynamics of leadership successions in both contexts.

In this chapter, we attempt to build some bridges to cover the chasm. We explore what
both disciplines — business studies and political science — have to offer in the way of theory
and research about leadership succession. For each, we describe key insights about the causes,
processes, and outcomes of leadership succession. In the final part of the chapter, we explore
similarities and differences and develop propositions for the kind of comparative cross-sectoral
research that can serve to energize both fields of research, which though quite (political sci-
ence) and extraordinarily (business studies) active and productive in their distinct ways have also
become somewhat stale and predictable.

We use the term leadership succession to denote changes in the occupation of senior posi-
tions within political parties (in or out of government) and firms. The most conspicuous and
consequential successions in politics are those of heads of government and party leaders and in
business of CEOs and non-executive board chairs. In politics and business alike, successions
can proceed in scheduled (popular elections; term limits) or unscheduled (illness/death; ad-hoc
resignations and dismissals) fashion. The initiative to end the term of an incumbent can be
voluntary (initiated by the incumbent), consensual (mutual agreement between incumbent and
selection bodies), or involuntary (dismissals or forced resignations triggered by a breakdown of’
confidence among key constituents, moves from competitors and their supporters, public calls
for resignation, critical media coverage, or intense legal scrutiny). The selection of a succes-
sor can likewise be consensual (succession as a ‘relay race’) or competitive (a ‘horse race’; see
Bynander and ‘t Hart, 2006; Finkelstein et al., 2009: 165—168). Business scholars have tradi-
tionally focused more on unscheduled CEO departures, whereas political scientists have been
equally interested in scheduled (particularly through elections) and unscheduled departures of
party leaders.

Perhaps it is good to mention in advance that succession research in both sectors has some
key methodological challenges. First, do we conceptualize successions as discrete events or as
unfolding processes? The former perspective facilitates straightforward and numerical descrip-
tion of key parameters of these events, their triggers, and their outcomes. It allows for large-N
studies. The latter encourages a more in-depth mode of analysis that stays closer to the percep-
tions and decisions of key actors and picks up on the dramatic twists and turns that are part and
parcel of many transition and succession episodes. Its requirements limit the scope for large-N
study, and conduce towards the kind of smaller-N ‘focused comparison’ (Bennett and George,
2005; Blatter and Haverland, 2013). When does a transition or succession episode begin and
end? The eventual resignation and replacement of an office-holder is often the product of a
long gestation period, whose origins are not easy to determine unequivocally. And when do
new CEOs and party leaders stop being ‘new’ and become ‘settled’ incumbents? What time-
lines for institutionalization of the new governance regimes they seek to craft are sensible — and
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fair — to maintain in assessing their ‘performance’ and attribute corporate or party performance
to their leadership? Or are we content to simply let public opinion polls and shareholder value
serve as proxies?

A second methodological challenge is that of dealing with so-called ‘non events.” For every
leadership change that is made, there may be a number of aborted attempts to remove the
incumbent challenges. In politics, these can be very open: an aspirant ‘comes out’ and the mat-
ter is put to a formal vote. When she is repudiated and the incumbent reconfirmed in the role,
are such episodes to be simply written oft as non-events, or are they in fact consequential —
even necessary — steps in the destruction of the political capital of an incumbent? One needs to
know much about the political context of the moment and calculations of the actors involved
to be able to answer that question sensibly. Likewise, rumor campaigns in the corporate press
or quiet words to board chairs can be thought of as exercises in ‘testing the waters.” Stakeholder
responses allow participants and observers to take stock of potential shifts in the balance of
forces in and around the CEO or party leader’s ‘court.” Such ‘non events’ impose limits on the
ability of traditional large-N dataset studies to fully capture the dynamics of leadership succes-
sion. They only emerge on analysts’ radars when they really drill down into the inner life of
the party/government at the time. So, whilst not denying the considerable virtues and practi-
cal possibilities of large-N studies in this field, ideally, studies of leadership succession com-
bine large N, events-focused approaches with small-N, context-sensitive and process-focused
approaches in their overall design.

With these challenges and caveats in mind, let us now examine some of the key findings
from each field.

Understanding Leadership Succession in Business

Business and organizational studies scholars have spent the last 50 years largely focusing on
two types of questions. The first looks at the antecedents of succession: how can one explain
(changes in) longevity but specifically the incidence of ‘forced dismissals’ of CEOs and other
senior executives in firms? Scholars look at the role of both exogenous (industry and market
characteristics) and endogenous (ownership, age, corporate governance structures, firm perfor-
mance, decision-making heuristics) factors to try to explain, and presumably predict, the likeli-
hood of dismissal (Bennedsen et al., 2007; Beck and Wiersema, 2011). Less attention is being
paid to other forms of CEO exit, but there is a growing body of work seeking to explain CEO
recruitment (Mooney et al., 2007; Graffin et al., 2013).

The other line of research looks at the effects of succession. The central question here is: does
changing CEOs and/or senior executives make a difference in firm strategy, behavior, organi-
zational change, and performance (Hutzschenreuter et al., 2012)? There is particular interest in
the effects of internally versus externally recruited CEOs — Khurana’s (2002) study fits that mold
(but see also Agrawal et al., 2006 and Jung, 2014). Also, scholars study the impact of new CEOs
on the composition of and relations within the corporate management team as well as with
the board (Finkelstein et al., 2009; Barron et al., 2011). Another core issue is the integration
between new CEOs and their new organizations (Denis et al., 2000).

Research on CEO succession is overwhelmingly of the large-N variety, drawing on publicly
available company and industry statistics, often encompassing decades and including thousands
of ‘succession events’ in their datasets, allowing for sophisticated statistical testing and causal
modeling. The volume of research is huge, and there are several major meta-reviews consoli-
dating its findings (Kesner and Sebora, 1994; Finkelstein et al., 2009; Giambatista et al., 2005;
Hutzschenreuter et al.,, 2012). Interestingly, the corporate succession research paradigm has
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begun to be copied and adapted to examine the dynamics of executive succession in public
and non-profit agencies (Boyne and Dahya, 2002; Boyne et al., 2011; Froelich et al., 2011;
Teodoro, 2013).

To get a flavor of this sizeable body of work, we concentrate on one of its two key strong-
holds: the study of the effects of succession. Do new CEOs make a difference? The research
shows that, at some level, they all do: they may change the tone and style of the company’s
nerve center. They affect the dynamics — and quite often the composition — of the top man-
agement team that leads the company. They may forge new relations with the board, inves-
tors, shareholders, and the business press. They allocate their attention to particular areas of
firm performance, push pet projects, and have no or little interest in those of their predeces-
sors. But does all of this matter, and what for, precisely? It is a question succession researchers
wish they could answer, but which to date continues to cause them embarrassment. To their
credit, they do not hide the limits of their knowledge: “Five decades of empirical research
(1954-2005) does not, unfortunately, provide much insight . . . Scholars have failed to reach
a consensus on whether succession events in general, and insider vs. outsider successions in
particular, affect firm performance positively, negatively, or insignificantly” (Karaevli, 2007:
682). And: “studies linking CEO succession to organizational performance tend to suffer from
a single inescapable fact: organizational performance is a very broad concept and it arises from
very complex antecedents” (Finkelstein et al., 2009: 225).

Let us see what they do know. The study of succession impacts on performance has long been
dominated by three propositions, emanating from research on coach rotation in sports teams
conducted in the 1960s (Grusky, 1963, 1964; Gamson and Scotch, 1964; Rowe et al., 2005).
The ‘common sense’” hypothesis held that the wise choice of a successor, the replacement of a
known failure, honeymoon effects accruing to newly appointed coaches and/or managers, and
their fresh outlook and zest were likely to induce better performance. Also, in turbulent indus-
tries, the competency set of senior executives can be easily outpaced by the swiftly changing rules
of the game in the marketplace, at which point a prudent board would find an opportunity to
recruit a new, often ‘outsider’ CEO who provides a better fit (Tushman and Rosenkopf, 1996;
Haveman et al., 2001; Finkelstein et al., 2009: 210-211). Other researchers in contrast have sug-
gested that newly appointed executives enjoy all but a honeymoon; rather they are ‘extremely
vulnerable’ in the beginning: being accountable for everything, not having had the time to build
up political capital (Frederickson et al., 1988: 258), and given a particular, often narrow license
to operate by the appointing board (Finkelstein et al., 2009: 202-204). However, these leaders
have strategy options available to them to ingratiate themselves with the organization, primarily
by ‘affirmative’ or ‘collaborative’ mechanisms, and thus build a platform from which to impose
a measure of managerial control of the direction of the organization (Denis et al., 2000: 1093).

The ‘vicious circle’ hypothesis, in contrast, suggested that teams faring badly are not helped
but rather undermined by their frequent rotation of coaches and managers. Each new leader
seeks to make their mark under difficult circumstances, which then disrupts routines and low-
ers morale, hastening further performance decline. Subsequent research beyond the world of
sports has shown that the cycle is fueled by board behavior rather than CEO behavior: boards
of badly performing companies are more likely to dump their chief executives. They put their
new CEOs under bigger pressure to show results fast, and they respond to this pressure by pur-
suing more dramatic, high-risk initiatives, which are more disruptive of the company’s existing
structures, strategies, culture, and practices and for this reason have a higher likelihood of elicit-
ing grief, resistance, and uncertainty. When the ‘creative destruction’ thus pursued does not pay
off relatively quickly, the board is more likely to pull the plug than in companies that are in less
unforgiving circumstances.
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Finally, the ‘ritual scapegoating’ hypothesis argued that many successions are motivated at
least in part to placate frustrated stakeholders and publicly demonstrate awareness of a need
for change, but do not lead to any robust performance improvement (or decline). In this way
of thinking, CEO resignations and dismissals and presentations of their successors are part of
a repertoire of impression management and image repair strategies that have more to do with
maintaining and restoring legitimacy than with lifting performance per se.

Five decades later, the argument is still not settled, despite valiant attempts to integrate the
hypotheses into a framework with mediating variables such as the timing of executive replace-
ment (Rowe et al., 2005) and whether the departing CEO is a founding figure (Carroll, 1984).

It is easy to see why the question of impact is so hard to settle. New CEOs land in exist-
ing company governance structures. They inherit the company’s existing product mix and
production lines, its staff and management, its sales and market shares, its business processes,
its cost structure, and its profitability. Each of those parameters they can start to influence
reasonably directly by their decisions. Or so it seems. In reality, they also inherit the firm’s
traditions, its (sub)cultures, and its reputation. These are crucial mediators of the firm’s overall
performance, but they are far more opaque and sticky, and in any case take time to transform,
time that contemporary CEOs do not necessarily get given by their authorizing environments.
In contrast, there is some evidence to support Jim Collins’s (2001) contention that successful
firms tend to be led by what others have later dubbed ‘socialized” CEOs who respect, work
with, and gently rather than abruptly seek to transform company DNA (Poulin et al., 2007).
Whatever their stylistic inclinations and appetite for delivering change, new CEOs will see
their ambitions constrained (but also enabled) by the wider context in which the company
operates: placid or turbulent market conditions, government regulation and tax regimes, the
strategies and strength of competitors.

Assessment and Prospects

An enormous amount of research time and resources have been invested in corporate succes-
sion research. Have its results justified the effort? Succession researchers are the first to criticize
where the field has come to. For example, at the end of their meta-review, Giambatista et al.
(2005: 981) observe: “If the current status of theory in succession literature could be described
in one phrase, that phrase would be fragmented and variable” (orig. italic). They coolly note that
no discernible progress has been made in the decade of work — several dozen of studies — they
reviewed: “we are no closer to finding a general theory for either the antecedents leading to
leader succession or the impact of leader succession on performance and/or strategic change
consequences than we were” (ibid.). They attribute the lack of theoretical convergence to the
multidisciplinary nature of succession research: scholars from corporate strategy, finance, organi-
zational behavior, and leadership backgrounds each bring their own theoretical baggage, and
stick to it. Much succession research is relatively theory-poor, and stuck in the now rather stale
‘debate’ between the three more-than-half-a-century-old hypotheses emanating from the sports
team studies (Giambatista et al., 2005: 982). To break the stalemate, engagement is needed
with broader theories of organizational behavior, institutionalization, leadership, life-cycles, and
ecologies (e.g. Ocasio, 1994, 1999; Ocasio and Kim, 1999).

But there is another cause for the relatively modest progress of the field: the bulk of research-
ers focus on the data they can get rather than they data they should want to have. They study
succession ‘events’ and their ‘impacts,” but not the processes through which successions come
about, and new CEOs settle in and try to make their mark. Corporate succession researchers
thus largely ‘black box’ what actually goes on within and between the players involved in

161



Fredrik Bynander and Paul ‘t Hart

succession dramas. They rely on archival information and publicly available succession and
performance data. They overwhelmingly eschew the kind of interview, observation, and even
survey data-gathering methods that could help us open that black box, and produce knowledge
that would no doubt be of much greater practical use than the stale and risk-avoiding practi-
cal inferences about ‘when to make a leadership change’ they have produced to date (but see
Grunberg, 2002). The field suffers from a rather tragic stand-off: the more hands-on prescrip-
tive books are more often than not largely ‘fact-free’ in their empirical underpinnings (rooted
as they are in story-telling), and the great bulk of empirical studies has little of any relevance to
say to those who live in the real world of corporate management. Instead, they have earnestly
endeavored to keep compounding evidence for such trite hypotheses as, “When organizational
performance is poor there will be a greater likelihood of CEO dismissal” (Boeker, 1992: 401).
As a result, we learn practically nothing notable about leadership from plowing through the
ever-growing pile of CEO succession studies. Notable exceptions can be found in the small
but growing number of social-constructivist, process-oriented studies (Haddadj, 2006; Dalpiaz
et al., 2014), and rich single-case studies that give us a much better insight into the nuances of’
firm context, firm politics, and the personalities at play (e.g. Lederman, 2007/2008).

With such a modest yield, why does this field continue to elicit so much effort? The cyni-
cal answer would be that it is a relatively easy game to play: get a research assistant to do the
legwork, build the dataset, bring in the advanced statistics, and go for the least publishable unit.
Perhaps it is more pertinent to wonder what role path dependencies, imitation, and publication
pressures play in sustaining such inward-looking research communities. In any case, it is clear
that we will not learn what is really worth noting about corporate succession until its students
come out of their self-created shell, and reposition both the theoretical and methodological
pillars upon which they have built their subfield. We need less study of succession as its own
cause, and more study of succession as part of a bigger picture theorizing about organizational
behavior and leadership dynamics. And empirically we need a greater willingness to take risks:
more determination to open the corporate ‘black box’” through use of close-up, ‘messy’ meth-
ods; fewer numbers, more voices. Less effort to ‘explain’ in terms of causal modeling and more
effort to ‘understand’ the lived realities and subjective experiences of the leaders who get fired,
succeed, and seek to make a difference whilst they are in the chair, as well as of those who put
them there and remove them from it.

Understanding Leadership Succession in Politics

Orderly transfers of power are the litmus test for liberal democracies. Usually, we think of the
concession of electoral or parliamentary defeat by a ruling regime and its handing the reins of
power to the leader(s) of opposition. Leadership succession deals with the change of leadership
within a party or a coalition, which can be a more convoluted process and subject to passions
less public but no less intense. An incumbent leader is usually the subject of appreciation as well
as jealousy, idolatry as well as contempt. The closest colleagues are the most likely to succeed
and rebellion is usually one scandal or poor election result away.

Political scientists have built datasets or used cross-national comparative designs to study
succession in particular types of parties, party systems, and polities (democracies and non
democracies), or to examine the impact of particular institutional rules and mechanisms of
leader succession (Bille, 2001; Kenig, 2009). Examples include Calvert’s (1978) early survey,
and Davis’s (1998) comparative analysis of six, Cross and Blais’s (2012b) of five, Pilet and
Cross’s (2014) of twelve, and Laing and ‘t Hart’s (2011) of twenty-three democracies. Beyond
that, there are even more comprehensive dataset studies encompassing both democratic and
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non-democratic polities, such as Bueno de Mesquita et al.’s (2003) wide-ranging analysis of the
institutional, situational, political, and behavioral correlates of leader survival in office.

In addition, students of political successions produce intensive ‘thick description’-style nar-
rative accounts of succession processes in single cases or focused comparisons across low-N
samples. These in-depth, qualitative studies open up the ‘black box’ of the factional politics that
is often at the heart of contested successions. Examples include Punnett (1992), Stark (1996),
Denham and O’Hara (2008), and Heppel (2008, 2010), all on the UK main parties alone. They
also produce theory-driven studies on, e.g., the economic and political impact of successions
(Bunce, 1981; MacAuley and Carter, 1986), and the impact of (changes in) leader selection
rules on leader survival, electoral performance, and party culture (Weller 1983, 1994; Rahat and
Hazan, 2001; Quinn, 2005; ‘t Hart and Uhr, 2011). Finally, even the ‘after-lives’ of defeated or
retired political leaders have become an object of study (Theakston and De Vries, 2012).

Let us explore what political scientists have found about the triggers, processes, and effects of
party leader succession. Political leadership is enabled and destroyed by the political capital an
incumbent is granted by their authorizing environment: those actors within and outside their
parties whose support or at least acquiescence is necessary to prevent rivals from challenging
them for the position (Bennister et al., 2015). Motivated leaders with a strong position both in
the party and with the potential electorate are hard to unseat and tend to deter overt challengers.
Laing and ‘t Hart (2011: 122) offer the following typology to characterize the relative strength
of an incumbent.

The first years of leadership are crucial for building up that capital. If leaders manage to
survive their first term and/or their first electoral test, their chances for a much longer incum-
bency increase markedly (Laing and ‘t Hart, 2011). Leadership capital does tend to erode
over time. The wear and tear of leadership forces incumbents to prioritize and make enemies
internally as well as externally (Renshon, 2000; Bueno de Mesquita et al., 2003; Bennister
et al., 2015).

The relative vulnerability of an incumbent is partly a product of institutional factors, particu-
larly the nature of the body that selects them (‘selectorate’) and its rules of engagement. At one
extreme (high vulnerability), parties can hire and fire leaders by means of informal ‘inner circles’
of party elders or factional power brokers; at the other (low vulnerability), leaders are chosen
for fixed terms by secret ballot among all party members. A wealth of research demonstrates the
impact of the nature and size of such institutional characteristics as selectorates, term limits, and
voting rules (Quinn, 2005; Kenig, 2009; Cross and Blais, 2012a; Pilet and Cross, 2014). The
trend in Western democracies has been for the pre-eminence of the parliamentary parties as
selectorates to give way to rank-and-file member ballots. Posing the leadership question to the
rank and file carries risk of jeopardizing the balance of the party factions. Members from out-
side the party elite can raise a challenge and force insider candidates into unwanted positions.

Table 11.1 A Typology of Incumbent Leaders’ Positions vis-a-vis Succession Challenges

Level of external support

Hold over Strong Weak
own party Firm Winner (Untouchable) Oligarch (Vulnerable to
changing party support)
Weak Maverick (Vulnerable to Loser (Untenable)

changing public opinion)

Source: adapted from Laing and ‘t Hart 2011: 122.
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Once elected by direct member ballot, party leaders do not have to be as meticulously obser-
vant of their parliamentary colleagues’ needs and views as they must be when the selectorate is
comprised of their parliamentary colleagues.

Leader vulnerability is, however, not a static product of institutional structures alone. It can
increase at certain moments in the political business cycle: election defeats, internal policy dif-
ferences on high-stakes issues, ‘relegation’ to opposition, negative publicity about the leader’s
performance. Particular succession triggers tend to carry meaning as they play to the strengths
and (more often) weaknesses of a leader. For example, when a ‘maverick’ leader suffers a big
drop in the opinion polls it deflates her claim of being an electoral magnet, and leaves her less
immune to the internal opposition her maverick posture is sure to generate (Costa Lobo, 2008).
Whispering campaigns commence, challenges are mounted, and even if they are not fully pur-
sued or not immediately won in formal contest, their very existence depletes the incumbent’s
political capital. A ‘vicious cycle’ — not dissimilar to that which may take hold of firms and their
leaders — of further lackluster performance, rising discontent, and support seeping away can get
in motion, and is extremely difficult to break. Sometimes a big external crisis can provide an
embattled leader with an opportunity to ‘perform authority’ (Hajer, 2009) when it is needed
most, and thus regain stature. The 2015 Paris attacks did just that for embattled French president
Francois Hollande.

The increasingly leader-centric character of modern politics and the advent of marketing and
branding techniques in U.S. and European politics have turned leaders into political prizefight-
ers: core assets for a party in its need to win elections. Entire campaigns are centered on lead-
ers; party brand and personal brand have effectively merged (Lees-Marshment, 2012). This has
further raised the stakes of leadership selection (Blondel and Thibault, 2009; Karvonen, 2010;
Calise, 2011). Under such a leadership model, the actions of party colleagues, especially when
in government, are all attributed to the leader. When the party fails, the natural culprit is thus
the leader, who may deflect that blame by firing underperforming associates, reshuffle their top
team, or take symbolic remedial action. But they cannot escape the fact that the personalization
of politics has come with greater instability at the top (Dowding, 2013).

Party culture is a key factor determining eligibility for leadership. It influences what kind of
values leadership candidates should espouse and embody. In essence, the test for a new leader
is whether to conform or transform the party’s sense of ‘who “we” are’ (Turner and Haslam,
2001; Subasicand Reynolds, 2011).

One telling example is the revolutionary brand of leadership exercised by Tony Blair as he
entered the top job of the British Labour Party in 1994 and forged a clean break with a number
of party orthodoxies (e.g. the ‘clause 4’ nationalization commitment in the party constitution, and
the power of the union movement within the party’s institutions) (Minkin, 2014; Russell, 2005).
This was made possible by the eighteen years spent in opposition and the realization that changes
touching the core of the party were needed in order to improve the electability of the party.

When an incumbent’s weakness becomes clear, a succession episode unfolds. Case-study
research across a number of parties and epochs has allowed us to draw up a synthetic picture of
the process that is set in motion. An incumbent needs to decide, first of all, whether to resist
the challenge that is to come, or to throw in the towel. Both these options come with a sec-
ondary strategy of resisting change or cooperating with the forces driving a bid for succession
(see further Table 11.2).

Succession episodes are one-off contests. The context of succession develops and internalizes
the strengths and weaknesses of the two or more contenders (Foley, 2013). An incumbent’s
position can be softened up by a farfetched challenge from the fringes of the party that creates
expectations of overwhelming victory for the incumbent. Anything short of that will cause
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Table 11.2 Incumbent Options When Faced with a Succession Trigger

a. Deny exit - (Unconscious) use of psychological defense mechanisms in order to avoid facing
the prospect of impending loss of office/power
b. Resist exit — Consensus-seeking proactive: trying to rebuild political support by ‘trying

harder’ to ‘do better’
reactive: hoping that succession issue will blow over (‘it's
a passing fad")
Conflict-accepting proactive: open and covert ‘warfare’ to silence critics and
eliminate contenders
reactive: retaliate attacks made by critics and contender
c.  Accept exit —> Consensus-seeking proactive: instigating successor selection process without
pushing own candidate
reactive: non-interfering in ongoing successor selection
process and accepting its results
Conflict-accepting proactive: unilateral designation of successor
reactive: trying to influence ongoing successor selection
process to push preferred candidate

Source: Bynander and ‘t Hart, 2006: 713.

serious problems for the leader and make the unlikely contender a lightning rod for internal
passions against the incumbent and/or activate other, heavier competition. Restoring a sem-
blance of internal unity now becomes imperative for the incumbent (Ceron, 2014). This may
require U-turns on contentious policies, reshuftling key personnel, or transformation of the
party’s structure or platform. Successful survivors of serious succession triggers have often been
effective in fielding the ‘better the devil you know’ defense. Party organizations generally value
stability; appetite for major reform can dwindle quickly in the face of a messy succession battle.
The standard incumbency strategy is to keep stability more attractive than change among the
power brokers within the party. This may also include the overt or covert threat of retaliation
and destabilization of any new leadership that might eventuate (Konrad and Skaperdas, 2007).

The strategic calculus of the incumbent is mirrored by those of the challengers, who initially
need to consider whether to field an open contest or wait for the incumbent to be further weak-
ened (see Table 11.3). The purpose of the latter strategy is not to expose ambition too soon and
risk retribution, but also to come across as loyal to a point but ready to accept responsibility. The
downside of this strategy is the risk that other contenders will get a head start in staking their
leadership claims and that erstwhile internal supporters will see the (potential) candidate as weak
and indecisive (Punnett, 1992).

The strategic game that then unfolds between incumbent, challengers, and secondary stake-
holders can take a number of forms. It can be short and sharp or protracted and destabilize the
party for months or more. Core internal and external constituents need to be won. Performance
tests — key parliamentary or television appearances, new policy announcements, direct debates —
are part and parcel of the vetting and bargaining processes that ultimately determine where the
momentum goes. At the tail end of every succession episode is an arduous task for the person
left standing: to heal the battle wounds that may have resulted and stake a path that can inject a
sense of direction and new credibility for the party. If the new leader does not deliver the new
departure with enough vigor and speed, unrest fueled by resumption of factional hostilities,
defections from the new leadership team, and parliamentary rebellions may follow.

For political leaders themselves, the impacts of succession are tangible — their ability to maneu-
ver has a direct relationship to the way in which they were selected and the context in which
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Table 11.3 Challenger Options When Faced with a Succession Trigger

Pre-succession

Aspiring leader a. Forego candidacy — ’nay sayer’
confronted with b. Seek candidacy — covertly — harmonious posture: ‘spectator’
succession trigger — confrontational posture: ‘plotter’
— overtly — harmonious posture: ‘crown
prince’

— confrontational posture: “critic’

Post-succession

New leader’s a. Embrace heritage — ‘heir’
posture vis-a-vis
departed leader

b. Selective support — ‘shopper’
for heritage

c. Repudiation of — ‘reformer’
heritage

Source: Bynander and ‘t Hart 2006: 719.

succession occurred. In effect, the succession process is a primary factor in the mandate that a newly
elected (or reconfirmed) party leader enjoys. This mandate then needs to be managed in a way
that consolidates their position and provides them latitude to design successful election campaigns.

The most straightforward measures of succession impact are leader survival and party
(electoral) performance. A key factor determining whether a new leader survives and the party
thrives is the level of conflict during the succession process. Research suggests that the connec-
tion is counterintuitive (Laing and ‘t Hart, 2011). Having triumphed in a high-conflict contest
with an internal rival (and faction) allows the new leader to exercise a Machiavellian blend of
mercy and brutality in a way that realigns internal loyalties and creates a new mandate. Low-
contflict succession leaders on the other hand have to some extent tied themselves to the mast
by accepting a scenario endorsed by the existing dominant coalition, which may not break the
downward electoral spiral that triggered the succession in the first place.

Assessment and Prospects

There are still blind spots in the study of party leadership succession. What we know about
political systems, political culture, and party structures is not always lining up with what we
need to shed more light on leadership succession. More integration between the subfields that
explore these complex areas is needed if there is to be major inroads into the understanding
of the significance and impacts of different modes of leadership succession (Foley, 2013). As
political leadership succession analysis comes of age, it needs to nurture the budding compara-
tive perspective, integrate with other more established fields of leadership studies, and develop
the scope and boundary conditions for its explanatory ambitions. During the last decade, the
field has proposed and tested generalizations about when, why, and how successions occur, and
what effects they may have on the key protagonists’ careers, the performance of the party, and
the policies it pursues. We believe that the methodological diversity that it has come to display
is part of the strength of this subfield. There is a nascent interplay between the in-depth and
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the large-N, the causal and the interpretive, the bird’s eye view and the down in the dirt view.
Such diversity and multi-method approaches need to be nurtured. It is now time to switch the
focus of recent times — the impact of changing rules for leader selection on leader legitimacy
and longevity — towards the next horizon: examining the implications of the weakening of
established cadre parties with ‘democratized’ rules for leader (de)selection and the rise of a new
wave of movement parties of the populist, proto-charismatic variety whose entrepreneurial
founder—leaders are less constrained by internal checks and balances (Mair, 2013).

Towards Convergence

It has long been customary to treat the corporate and political sectors as distant universes, and
therefore business and political leadership as entirely different crafts. But today it is easy to
overstate those differences. Small and medium-sized firms, large corporations, political parties,
and governments are all facing the same set of megatrends that challenge their common roots
as modernist projects of instrumental rationality through order, design, control, and hierarchy.
These trends include: accelerating and disruptive technological change; globalization and con-
nectivity of markets, social problems, and governance structures; greater public demand for
transparency and accountability from any type of entity, profession, or authority figure whose
actions affect their lives; and mass media, social media, and mobile devices permanently shap-
ing people’s cognitive and emotional frames, creating web-empowered customers and citizens
with ‘liquid’ tastes, preferences, values, and life-styles (‘t Hart, 2014). The world in which
business and political leaders operate has become ‘flat’: demanding, changeable, boundary-less,
fast-paced. They feel the pinch: their longevity in office has gone down while the percentage
of forced departures has gone up. Business and political leaders thus face a similar paradox: satis-
fying a romantic longing for ‘charismatic’ leadership that provides protection, direction, and
order in a complex and volatile world where nothing can be taken for granted anymore, and
at the same time being constrained in exercising that leadership by a thickening of governance
structures and accountability requirements that enable their authorizing environment to contain
them and get rid of them more effectively. There is appetite for transformational leadership,
yet the dominant rules of the game governing both business and political leadership conduce
towards transactional leadership (cf. Burns, 1978).

Given this unfolding institutional isomorphism, what might be some productive lines for
comparative, cross-sectoral inquiry? We propose three theoretical points of departure that could
inspire such work. These are paths to distinct but mutually reinforcing understandings of what
makes leaders effective in running their organizations. In order to do the job, they need to retain
a measure of control, be able to stick around long enough to make a difference, and lastly leave
at such a time and in such a manner so as to provide their successors with a fair shot at continu-
ing to develop the organization in a sustainable direction.

Our choice of theoretical departure has methodological consequences. The richness reported
in this study suggests that, in order to advance leadership succession studies, multi-method
approaches are necessary, not only to be able to pose relevant questions and reach viable conclu-
sions, but also to be able to foster cross-fertilization between researchers that to a large degree
have been operating on starkly diftferent conceptual and methodological canvases. By ‘mixing
and mashing’ both concepts, propositions, and research design, we may be able to convince
scholars from both niche fields in business studies and political science that there is added value
in taking notice of and utilizing what the others are doing. It will require a sustained effort to
birth and consolidate a more integrated field of leadership succession analysis, but here are some
questions that could be at its core.
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First, from a power perspective on succession, the lens can be turned on the question of who
controls whom. A power perspective on political succession invites us to analyze successions as
products of strategic and tactical choices, as well as signaling, impression management, and bar-
gaining. It sees the rise, tenure, actions, impact, and departure of leaders in terms of the ongo-
ing pulling and hauling between leaders and those who can select, empower, de-authorize, and
remove them within the relevant governance structure. Political scientists should take note of’
the elite circulation versus institutionalization of power models that have been used and refined
in the study of CEO dismissals (Ocasio, 1994). Likewise, the ‘power game’ of incumbent—
challenger(s) interaction as modeled by Bynander and ‘t Hart (2006, 2008) might inspire stu-
dents of corporate successions to go beyond penetrating the succession politics within firms
more eftectively. Likewise, Finkelstein et al.’s (2009) synopsis of the big body of work on the
politics of top management teams can be usefully fused with Dowding et al.’s (2013) work on
the politics of ministerial survival and cabinet reshuftles to provide an integrative perspective
on the power dynamics that produce both corporate and political successions and influence
their outcomes.

Second, an accountability perspective on succession generates a set of related, but analytically
distinct, questions (Mulgan, 2003; Uhr, 2005). Which mechanisms are in place to ensure that
CEOs and party leaders, who are put there to act as ‘agents’ on behalf of some constituency and/
or set of values and interests, are induced to render account of their behavior to the ‘principals’
who put them there? Who are in eftect the relevant principals for, say, party leaders, cabinet
ministers, or departmental secretaries, and how are the accountability relationships between
principals and agents constituted? The many instances of change to party rules of leadership
selection and removal that we have seen across the democratic world in the last three decades
have in large part been motivated by the idea of opening these pivotal leadership processes up
to broader scrutiny and indeed participation, even down to the level of ordinary party mem-
bers. Likewise, the thickening of corporate governance structures is aimed at strengthening the
checks and balances around corporate executives. A key question generated by the account-
ability perspective on succession is to what extent these aims have been realized, and succession
episodes are a good place to conduct such inquiry. What can the course and outcomes of succes-
sion episodes teach us about the real terms of the principal-agent relationships between owners,
shareholders, boards, and CEOs within corporations, and between party members, auxiliary
organizations, parliamentarians, and party leaders within political parties?

This leads into a third area of comparative inquiry, guided by a normative perspective on suc-
cession. How do we know a ‘good,” ‘well-managed’ succession if we see it? The academic
literature has been largely silent on this, preoccupied as it has been with the when, how, and
why questions that suit its empirical toolkit. But, as a result, it has left the job of assessing and
advising about successions to the largely theory-deprived and ‘fact-free’ world of self-help suc-
cession planning guides (e.g. Rothwell, 2010). There is no normative theory of succession,
but should there be? What ought to be the values that parties and companies seek to maximize
when they design their leadership succession rules, and when key actors within both consider
replacing incumbent senior oftice-holders? How to institutionalize succession norms and prac-
tices that effectively navigate the tension between the need for continuity and predictability of
corporate, party, and government strategy and the need for responsiveness to electoral or mar-
ket signals, new leaders’ need for distinctive political capital, and indeed the need for periodic
‘creative destruction’ and course changes in the life of institutions? At a minimum, we would
want key decisions about leader selection and removal to be taken in a transparent, inclusive
fashion. More ambitiously, successions should select office-holders in such a manner as to have
the authority necessary not just for surviving in the role but for actually exercising leadership.
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These are just ruminations of course. What we need is a field of research that does not eschew
but embraces the challenges of evaluating successions. This would provide it with the much-
needed impetus to transform itself from what to date has been two sets of largely uncoordi-
nated academic parlor games into a more ambitious and more relevant endeavor that is both
transdisciplinary and applied.
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12
Leadership in Interaction

Magnus Larsson

Introduction

A chapter on leadership in interaction might appear to address an odd topic, because many
observers would contend that interaction is integral to all leadership. However, empirical studies
of the processes of interaction are relatively rare in the leadership field. In recent years, though,
this perspective has been emerging; therefore, this chapter will present and discuss this emergent
work while also clarifying its contribution to date to our understanding of leadership and the
potential paths forward.

Obiject of Study

Here, interaction is taken to mean verbal as well as non-verbal exchanges in real life organi-
zational situations. Studies of leadership interaction generally rest on the assumption that, for
leadership to exist and have actual consequences, it needs to be “visible” in some form in
organizational practice. Discussing the wider field of organizational studies, Hindmarsh and
Llwewllyn (2010, p. 13) argue as follows:

If one of the problematics of the discipline [organization studies] is to show and analyze,
rather than theoretically stipulate or presume, the reproduction of organizational settings,
at some point the discipline will have to analyze how organization is apparent in, and sus-
tained through, ordinary work practice.

In line with this argument, studies of leadership interaction rest on the idea that we need to be
able to locate leadership in everyday organizational practice for research to credibly grant it any
role in the shaping of organizational reality. We are thus interested in:

investigating, and problematizing, the practices of leadership rather than how ideas about lead-
ership are attributed, by academics or lay persons, to particular individuals or forms of behavior.
(Knights & Willmott, 1992, p. 765)

Such an approach has the potential to complement other approaches to leadership studies in impor-
tant ways (Fairhurst, 2007a; Knights & Willmott, 1992; Uhl-Bien & Ospina, 2012). Through
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studies of interaction, we might for instance achieve a deeper understanding of leadership com-
petences (Carroll, Levy, & Richmond, 2008; Lord & Hall, 2005; Mumford, Zaccaro, Harding,
Jacobs, & Fleishman, 2000) as they are drawn on and utilized in practice, and we might achieve a
deeper understanding of the dynamic process of accomplishing influence (Clifton, 2009; Larsson &
Lundholm, 2010). Such studies clearly move away from a focus on the leader as a person to more
of a process perspective on leadership (Crevani, Lindgren, & Packendortt, 2010; Grint, 2005a).

Interaction clearly includes behaviors, but studies of leadership interaction typically have a
different focus than studies of leadership behaviors. While the latter focus on identifying classes
of behaviors (Courtright, Fairhurst, & Rogers, 1989; Yukl, 2012), often identified through self-
report questionnaires, the former tend to focus on specific acts in specific interactional contexts.
Rather than working to decontextualize behaviors (Fairhurst, 2007a, 2009; Osborn, Hunt, &
Jausch, 2002), studies of interaction instead direct the analytical gaze to how behaviors and
actions are deeply situated in the immediate context. Further, instead of only focusing on the
actions of one part of the leadership relationship—the leader—studies of interaction necessarily
involve and acknowledge contributions from all parties.

Studies of interaction generally draw upon a discursive orientation to leadership (Fairhurst,
2007a), including the assumption that leadership, as well as its consequences, is established in
interaction and thus in some sense is socially constructed. Fairhurst (2011) contrasts this inter-
est in the social arena to the dominant tendency in leadership research to focus on a “mental
theater” (Cronen, 1995, as cited in Fairhurst, 2011), in which the essential phenomena are cog-
nitive, affective or behavioral processes that are internal to the actor(s). With such a perspective,
interaction as well as language use tends to be seen as a secondary route, at best, to obtaining
information about the more important cognitive phenomena. In contrast, a discursive and inter-
actional perspective takes the social arena as a distinct ontological and empirical field in its own
right and assumes that this is where leadership, as well as where an organization more generally
(Hindmarsh & Llewellyn, 2010), is shaped and realized.

What is most clearly distinct in studies of interaction is the choice of empirical material.
Rather than being based on surveys or interviews, these studies utilize observations and typi-
cally audio or video recordings of interactions. Further, the focus is on interactions occurring
as part of the ongoing work and life in an organization, rather than on interactions produced
by the researcher (such as experiments or interview situations). Analyses of such interactions are
typically (but not exclusively) qualitative and may draw upon a vast range of methodological
traditions, with attention on different levels of abstraction. Studies with a greater ethnographic
orientation tend to focus on the somewhat larger themes and structures in the observed situ-
ations, while studies drawing on interactional sociolinguistics or conversation analysis tend to
focus on more micro-level mechanisms of the interaction as it evolves turn by turn.

Opverall, these differences in approach mean that questions of validity and generalizability
need to be addressed somewhat differently from in a standard hypothetical-deductive study.
Studies of interaction tend to aim towards what Yin (1994) calls theoretical generalization,
meaning that knowledge is gained by using well-chosen cases to test and develop theory. For
instance, by demonstrating the influence of the “machinery” of leadership, a deeper theoretical
knowledge can by gained that is relevant to our general understanding of leadership.

The existing studies with a focus on the micro-level of interaction cover a wide variety of
themes and pose a number of different research questions. In the following, I will discuss them,
organized in three broad themes: how a designated leader enacts his or her role; how identi-
ties relevant to the leadership process are constructed in interaction; and what influence and
organizing processes exist in interaction. The aim with this is both to create an overview of the
literature and to discuss the major contributions that this emerging research field offers to the
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broader field of leadership studies. However, I acknowledge that there are other ways to organ-
ize the literature that might bring other features to center stage.

The formal structure and division of roles within an organization, such as between leaders
and subordinates, form an important part of the context in which organizational interaction is
embedded. Studies of interaction demonstrate how these roles are enacted and realized: that
is, how the somewhat abstract organizational structures are brought to life, given the situated
meaning and how consequences are produced (Boden, 1994). Two major themes in the existing
studies are a focus on the role of the chair in meetings and how a designated leader performs his
or her role through various leadership styles.

The Role of the Chair

Meetings are a crucial aspect of the management of organizations (Boden, 1994), and central
aspects of the function of meetings are connected to the role of the chair: “The chair provides
a means of coordinating turns at talk, of operationalising an (agreed) structure, and represents
the voice of contextualised authority” (Holmes, Marra, & Vine, 2011, p. 61). According to the
everyday understanding of how meetings work, the chair is endowed with certain exclusive
discursive rights (Asmuss & Svennevig, 2009; Clifton, 2006, 2009) that might be utilized to
accomplish influence and generally to perform organizational work. Although it is not always
the formally highest-ranking leader who chairs a meeting, being the chair is a natural part of
most leadership roles (Svennevig, 2011; Van Praet, 2009).

Even if the role of the chair is endowed with certain discursive and interactional rights, these
need to be accepted and treated as legitimate by the other participants. The formal authority
held by the person acting as chair is one important legitimizing resource. Studying a clearly hier-
archical situation, Van Praet (2009) shows an ambassador, with clear formal authority, enacting
his role by “supervising, directing and streamlining team performance” (p. 86), verbally empha-
sizing the importance of the task and role of the team and being explicitly evaluative of team
performance. In contrast, Pomerantz and Denvir (2007) showed how a chair who was not the
formal manager was constantly oriented toward the need to secure legitimacy for his decisions
from the president of the firm (see Extract 1).

Extract 1

1014 Sam S:  That’s why you’re here tonight='
1015 Harry S: = Well eh Jim in the view of the eh (0.5) we agree to adjourn

1016 at nine | don’t think there’s much sense in starting the next
1017 item on the agenda, which is succession (.) With your

1018 agreement, | suggest we adjourn (.) here and now gives us a
1019 good night’s rest

1023 (...): ((4 lines omitted)
1024 Harry S: | think we’ll all sleep on it.
1025 Alright, we'll all sleep on it (0.5) ((someone starts to speak))
1026 Harry S:  (1.0)
Alright the (.) meeting is adjourned ‘til tomorrow morning at (.) nine o’clock

when we'll discuss succession
(Pomerantz & Denvir, 2007, p. 37, transcription simplified)
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In this extract, Harry S. acts as chair, while Sam S. is the president of the organization and
thus has the highest hierarchical position. In lines 1017-1018, the decision to adjourn the meet-
ing is formulated as a suggestion, placing the right to decide in the hands of the participants
including the president of the organization. Harry thus displays awareness that his own authority
is dependent on the president and crafts his contributions to secure the necessary support. This
is an example of how establishing and maintaining legitimacy, even in such a scripted role as
the chair, is a practical problem for the incumbent that is naturally attended to in interaction.

Apart from managing the agenda, the role of the chair is important for at least two other tasks
in a meeting: managing decision making and managing conflict. To discuss the role of the chair
in decision making, we first need to consider how decision making in meetings is performed in
practice. Studying actual interactions, those interactions retrospectively treated as a clear deci-
sion turn out to be rather fuzzy and difficult to precisely identify. As noted by several research-
ers, decision making is an incremental process, and it is often not immediately obvious that a
decision has been made (Boden, 1994; Clifton, 2009). In Extract 2 from Huisman (2001), Jaap
is the senior manager and chair, and the other participants are managers. One of the managers,
Henk, asks whether the people who will attend a management presentation in the evening can
claim overtime for it, and it is agreed that they cannot.

Extract 2

Henk: h-okay (.) eh tonight is a presentation uh (region b) and uh Thursday in (region a), (.)'
where it has come to my ears [that a number of people

Jaap: [((opens the door, comes in, sits down))

Henk: ask whether there can be written overtime hours (.)
how do we go about this.
what is the tradition of this uh division.

Jaap: for what?

Henk: for the presentations upcom- or today and Thursday. (.) in the evening hours
(1.6)

Karel: oh for those presentations whether you fir those you {can write} overtime hours

Henk: mechanics uh it particularly come from the mechanics groups that there uh
1.2)

Jaap: the answer is no

Henk: [((chin upwards))

Jaap: [((looks at Jan))

Jan: ((looks at Jaap, lateral head shake))

Jaap: ((looks at Henk))

Jaap: what do you think?

Henk: well | completely [agree

Geert: [((nods, agreeing gesture))

Henk: but well if it was,
[if [it was the case in the past

Karel: [((shakes head))

Jan: [no

Henk: [then | found it a bit difficult to uh

Marcel:  [((lateral head shake))
(Huisman, 2001, p. 78, transcription simplified)
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Even though in this extract there is clearly consensus about the question, there is no specific
point when the decision is “made.” It could have been when Jaap (the chair) says “the answer
is no,” or with Jan’s nonverbal confirmation (the head shake), or after each subsequent agree-
ment, verbal or non-verbal, but the conversation on the topic continues. Despite the consensus
on the issue, there is no clear closure to this episode and no announcement of a decision being
or having been made. Nevertheless, the participants (and probably the reader) easily understand
the situation as a decision being made. This understanding is displayed in their later treatment
of it and in references to the decision. The point here is that this understanding does not rest
on any identifiable element in the interaction but rather on a retrospective sensemaking of the
sequence as a whole.

Instead of decisions, Huisman calls such interactional sequences “decision-making episodes,”
that is:

an interactional process in which participants jointly construct the formulation of states of
affairs, and through further assessment and formulation build commitment to particular
future states of affairs.

(2001, p. 75)

In the extract above, the managers construct a description of the issue of overtime in relation to
the management presentation: that is, there will be (and already are) questions about the pos-
sibility of claiming overtime. This is followed by the development of a positive assessment to
decline future claims on overtime.

This perspective on decision making has important consequences for our understanding of
leadership. Rather than focusing only on the process of making decisions (influencing others
to agree), attention should also be turned to leadership as a process of convincing others that a
decision has been made: that is, shaping the collective sensemaking of what has been going on.

The role of the chair provides powerful resources both for shaping the decision-making
process and for claiming that a decision has been made. The chair is typically endowed with
the right to shift topics: that is, with managing the agenda (Svennevig, 2012). Treating a topic
as closed and moving on to another is one way to claim that a decision has been made. When
a decision cannot be produced—that is, when it is difficult to find an outcome that is positively
assessed by the relevant people—the chair might try to change the interaction order. Turns can
be distributed differently, for instance by reaching out to participants who have been reticent
about their views, or the discussion might be moved to another occasion and possibly involve
other participants.

In building consensus around states of affairs and assessments, summaries—which conversa-
tion analysts call formulations—play an important role. Formulations are “repeat utterances
that display a characterization of prior talk for confirmation or disconfirmation” (Barnes, 2007,
p- 275), or, more generally, they are summaries of the gist of what has been said before (Heritage &
Watson, 1979). Barnes (2007) and Clifton (2006) both show how formulations build and
stabilize consensus, thereby functioning as “harbingers of decisions” (Barnes, 2007, p. 292).
Formulations might be produced by anyone, but the chair normally has both a particular right
and an obligation to summarize and thereby to influence the decision-making events.

Broadening the perspective somewhat, Wodak, Kwon and Clarke (2011) identified five dif-
ferent discursive strategies employed by leaders in the process of building consensus: bonding,
encouraging, directing, modulating and re/committing. Bonding concerns the construction of
a group identity that supports the motivation to reach consensus and decisions and is accom-
plished, for instance, by the skilled use of the pronoun “we.” Encouraging concerns involving
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speakers, thus furthering participation and “buy-in” to a decision. Directing concerns bringing
the discussion toward closure and resolution, while modulating concerns regulating the percep-
tion of external threats or internal imperatives to act. Re/committing, finally, concerns a move
from consensus around an issue toward a commitment to action.

The diametric opposite of consensus is conflict, and the management of conflict is another
conventional expectation for the role of the chair. While furthering consensus is a way to pre-
vent conflict, clear conflict management strategies can also be identified. In a study by Holmes
and Marra (2004), four discursive strategies for managing conflict in meetings were identified:
conflict avoidance by asserting “the agenda”; conflict diversion; conflict resolution, using nego-
tiation; and conflict resolution using authority by imposing a decision (p. 441). In their study,
individual leaders engaged in different strategies in different contexts, showing that the exercise
of authority is complex and highly situated.

Clearly, the role of the chair includes managing several sensitive interactional issues. The
studies discussed above not only show various tactics employed by the chair but also demon-
strate the contextual dependence of both the issues and their management. While there is a
range of more general rights and obligations endowed on the chair, the actual enactment of this
role is highly varied and to a large degree dependent on the evolving interaction with other
participants.

Leadership Styles

Focusing on the actions of a designated leader offers the possibility of more closely examining
concepts such as style. Most of the studies that use the concept of leadership style draw on a clas-
sification of leader actions along a dimension between centralized and clear authority on the one
hand, called authoritarian (Svennevig, 2011; Wodak et al., 2011), hierarchical (Van Praet, 2009;
Wodak et al., 2011) or transactional (Holmes & Marra, 2004; Holmes, 2005), and a more decen-
tralized and shared authority on the other hand, called egalitarian (Svennevig, 2011), laissez-faire,
transformational (Holmes & Marra, 2004; Holmes, 2005) or bottom up (Yeung, 2004a).

A somewhat more elaborate analysis of leadership style is proposed by Walker and Aritz
(2014). Using a framework suggested by Coates (2004), they analyze five aspects of commu-
nication: the meaning of questions; links between speaker turns; topic shifts; listening; and
simultaneous speech. The authors identify three different styles, which vary in their degree of’
collaboration between leader and subordinates: directive, cooperative and collaborative. The
directive style is characterized by one-way communication, with questions used to direct mem-
bers, few links between turns and abrupt topic shifts. In contrast, in the collaborative style,
questions are used to frame the interaction and check for agreement, topic shifts are smooth
and there are frequent cooperative overlaps of speech. The cooperative style is located between
these: turns are linked through the acknowledgment of contributions, and listening is active, but
relatively little speech overlaps.

The conceptualization of leadership styles along the dimension of centralized versus decen-
tralized authority, or authoritarian versus egalitarian style, captures a central aspect of leadership
(see for instance DeRue & Ashford, 2010). Studies demonstrating how such styles are realized in
live interaction clearly contribute to the existing literature. However, it is somewhat striking that
the studies mainly focus on the dimension of centralized versus decentralized authority, leaving
other aspects unexplored, such as charismatic®> (Conger & Kanungo, 1998), visionary (Bryman,
1992), authentic (Avolio & Gardner, 2005) or shared leadership (Pearce & Conger, 2003).

Most of the studies examining styles build on the assumption that styles are consequential
for interactions. For instance, in the previously cited study by Wodak et al. (2011), the authors
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argue that an egalitarian leadership style, as opposed to a more authoritarian or “hierarchi-
cal” style, has a clear positive influence on building a durable consensus. Similarly, Holmes,
Schnurr and Marra (2007), in studying changes in leadership style and team culture, suggest
that “[a] detailed analysis of leadership performance may thus provide valuable insights into
the impact leaders actually have on the construction, maintenance, and change of workplace
culture” (p. 448).

Clearly, such a claim has much face validity. However, as the notion of romance of leader-
ship (Meindl, Ehrlich, & Dukerich, 1985) implies, the tendency to see leadership as a causal
factor might be as much a consequence of our sensemaking processes as of actual causal rela-
tionships. Obviously, a formal leader has access to specific symbolic resources that can be used
to influence the interaction, including access to information and formal authority to make
decisions with material consequences (such as, for instance, hiring and firing subordinates). The
way that formal authority is enacted is therefore obviously important in shaping the interaction.
However, it needs to be shown rather than assumed that the causal relationship runs in the
direction from leadership to interaction. At least in some situations, it is possible to see a certain
leadership style as an alignment with the evolving interaction instead of as a force shaping it. For
instance, a style might emerge as a response to a developing conflict (Holmes & Marra, 2004) or
as an alignment with cultural expectations providing legitimacy (Yeung, 2004a, 2004b).

In summary, the studies focusing on leadership as an enactment of a formal role bring a range
of phenomena into focus, not least the complexities of such an apparently scripted and common
role as chairing meetings.

The Ontological Status of Roles and Structures

This line of studies also makes some more general comments relevant. Taking a formal role
as the starting point for studies of interaction raises questions of how the relationship between
structure and interaction is to be understood and about the ontological assumptions about what

e

an organization “is.” At least two different interpretations of a role are available. Following an
essentialist assumption, the role can be seen as a structural context that is ontologically real and
existing prior to the interaction. Interaction is the arena in which this context is enacted and
becomes visible (the bucket theory of context, Heritage & Clayman, 2010), and the analysis
focuses on the variations and contingencies in the actual enactment. Causality runs from the
role to the interaction.

The second, more constructionist, interpretation is that the role does not exist in any sense
other than its accomplishment. Interaction is here seen to have ontological primacy, and the
resulting roles are something emerging from the interaction. Causality then runs from the inter-
action to the structure, and structure is seen as created and re-created in interaction (through
what Garfinkel (1967) calls the “documentary method of interpretation”: that is, creating the
impression that a structure exists by treating the interaction as evidence of it) and is denied any
ontological existence outside of this.

Clearly, many of the studies cited demonstrate that, even though the role as leader or as chair
of a meeting rests on certain assumptions regarding pre-existing structures, any enactment of’
this role needs to be recognized as such by the participants in the interaction. As most clearly
expressed by Huisman (2001), decision making depends on a consensus among (at least the rel-
evant) participants to “be” a decision, and what the participants actually hear as a decision varies
with the context and culture of the group. Despite drawing on somewhat different assumptions
about the ontological status of roles, the cited studies taken together provide strong support for
the importance of the dynamics in the interactional arena for the outcomes of the actions of
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the role’s incumbent. As argued for instance by Grint (2005a), although both a formal position
and the person holding it are important, leadership reasonably consists of a complex interplay
between a number of aspects, including the processes of the evolving interactional dynamic.

Leadership and Identity

A second theme in the studies of leadership interaction concerns identity. Within the field of
leadership research, identity has been seen as important for, among other things, taking on leader-
ship roles and the performance of leadership, and as an important aspect of developing leadership
capacities. Using the common distinction between individual, relational and collective identities
(Brewer & Gardner, 1996; DeRue & Ashford, 2010), most studies of leadership identity can be
seen to focus on the individual level. For instance, Lord and colleagues (Lord, Brown, & Freiberg,
1999; Lord & Hall, 2005) draw on the concept of a cognitive self-concept to explore leadership
relations, while Shamir and Eilam (2005) describe the importance of leadership self-narratives.
Another range of studies, drawing on social identity theory, tends to focus on collective identity
in the sense of self-categorization as a member of a certain collective (without necessarily interact-
ing with this collective; Ellemers, De Gilder, & Haslam, 2004; Haslam, Reicher, & Platow, 2011;
Van Knippenberg, Van Knippenberg, De Cremer, & Hogg, 2004).

Studies of leadership interaction, however, tend instead to focus on relational identities.
Here, identity is typically seen as negotiated and constructed in interaction rather than as an
individually held concept or self-categorization. Identities are thus always at stake, fragile and
potentially rapidly shifting (Antaki & Widdicombe, 1998; de Fina, Schiftrin, & Bamberg, 2006).

Identity as a leader might be inferred through the staging of the situation (Rosen, 1985,
1988; Van Praet, 2009), in which the formal leader is positioned at the end of a table or given
a stand in front of subordinates. Such physical arrangements shape the expectations of the
participating actors, thus creating a specific interaction order (Goftman, 1983): that is, specific
“rules of the game.”

Of more interest to us here, however, is how identity is negotiated in interaction. Aspects
such as control over the agenda (Svennevig, 2012; Van Praet, 2009), control over topic shifts
(Walker & Aritz, 2014) and access to symbolic resources such as knowledge (Nielsen, 2009)
have all been shown to be used to claim and establish a leader identity. Further, the interactional
functions of humor have received considerable attention. For instance, Schnurr (2009) showed
how the use of teasing humor helps to provide interactional identities for leaders in relation to
their groups. By using teasing humor, leaders display their power and their right to criticize
their subordinates, while simultaneously adhering to the group norms for such humor use. An
identity is created of someone who has more power but still belongs to the group.

Within membership categorization analysis (at times considered a part of conversation
analysis; Hester & Eglin, 1997; Schegloff, 2007), identities are seen as the categories that indi-
viduals and collectives are interactively placed in (Antaki & Widdicombe, 1998). Such catego-
rizations are consequential, because they are associated (by the participants of the interaction)
with certain characteristics, actions, relationships and so forth. For instance, categorizing a
woman as a mother brings expectations of her being adult, having a child and displaying care-
taking of the child.

Drawing on this methodology, Nielsen (2009) showed how leaders in interaction claimed
a variety of identities associated with authority and how these identities were accepted and
responded to by the participants in the meetings. For instance, by explicating how things should
be labeled and explaining why, a manager is seen to claim an interactional identity as an “inter-
preter” (see Extract 3).
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Extract 3
2 Lone: and there one can say that that project which Sigurd is responsible for!
3 .h (.) he has in effect ONE such page
4 @)
5 Kirsten:  hm
6 (0.4)
7 Lone: and there he has managed eighty percent of his marks
8 (1.0)
9 Per: [no] (. ) [that's not] that’s not [correct [right] because
10 Lone: [one could] [say right] [OH] that's
117 [no] [that’s not - -
12 Lone: not correct eifther]
13 Ki: [no]
14 0.2)
15 Per: you may say (. ) you may say there could be a project here
16 that was called [(0.2)] for instance (0.8) e: :h (.)
17 Lone: [h]
18 Lone: hrm
19 0.2)
20 Per: ad(.)justment that’s y’know the words to use right,
21 [(0.4)]
22 Lone: [hh m]
23 Per: adjustment of the department of development
24 0.9)
25 Lone: and that then stands as one project
(Nielsen, 2009, pp. 34-35, transcription simplified)

This extract is from a meeting in which the manager Per and two HR consultants Lone
and Kirsten discuss a layoff process and more specifically how to translate this process into the
vocabulary of projects used in the organization. In lines 20-25, Per calls the process a project
concerning adjustment and notes that “adjustment” is the correct term to use in this organi-
zation. He interprets the process in the available language and, in doing so, implicitly cat-
egorizes himself as an “interpreter.” This illustrates the notion of category-associated actions
(Hester & Eglin, 1997; Schegloff, 2007), meaning that certain categories of actors are associ-
ated with certain actions (a teacher explains, a thief steals, and so on). Performing a category-
associated action interactively categorizes the actor accordingly. Identity in interaction can
thus not only be verbally claimed but also accomplished in action. However, such catego-
rizations need to be accepted by other participants for any interactional consequences to be
accomplished (Schegloff, 2007). In this extract, Lone’s comment in line 25 works as a com-
pletion of Per’s in line 25, thus demonstrating alignment with his interpretation. She thereby

>

accepts his interactive identity as an “interpreter,” and Per manages to fulfill the important
leadership task of communicating the organizational vocabulary to his subordinates.
Of course, interactively establishing identities as leader and follower is not always a straight-

forward process. Schnurr and Chan (2011) used the notion of face to analyze episodes of
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disagreement among co-leaders, that is “two leaders in vertically contiguous positions who
share the responsibilities of leadership” (Jackson & Parry, 2008, p. 82). Face is here understood
as the positive social value a person claims for him- or herself. Disagreement not only constitutes
threats to face but also challenges the relative power balance between the two co-leaders:

[Bly orienting to or challenging each others’ face, members of co-leadership constellations

at the same time portray themselves (and each other) as more or less powerful and in charge,

and thereby construct their intertwined professional identities as leader and co-leader.
(Schnurr & Chan, 2011, p. 204)

Disagreements caused rapidly shifting identities between leader and co-leader as the discussion
unfolded. The interactional identity as “leader” emerges as a fragile and complex achievement,
closely tied to interpersonally sensitive issues, such as face.

Instead of focusing on the individual identity of a “leader,” Larsson and Lundholm (2013)
emphasized how the participants in an interaction sequence in a bank were occupied with
negotiating the task at hand and finding ways to work on this task. In this process, task-based
interactional identities were constructed, such as being account manager attending to potential
risks with the customer in question. Their analysis supports Fairhurst’s (2007b) earlier obser-
vation that close attention to interaction tends to show how leadership in practice is engaged
with advancing the task at hand rather than being “something that floats ethereally above task
accomplishment as some metalevel commentary” (p. 59), as is common in approaches relying
more on interviews or surveys.

Further, Larsson and Lundholm (2013) suggest that the process involves construction of not
only individual but also situated collective identities. For instance, in their analysis, the small col-
lective consisting of the group manager and the account manager together analyzing a problem
with a customer is constructed by using the pronoun “we” with reference to the interacting
parties and by using subtle categorization moves indicating membership in this small collective.
Similarly, Djordjilovic (2012) utilized a multimodal analysis (analyzing both linguistic and non-
linguistic interaction) to show how two group members “team up”” and act as a unit with shared
accountability in relation to a task area. By co-constructing their contributions to the team and
being addressed as a unit by other units, the two team members were endowed with epistemic
authority over their task: that is, shared authoritative knowledge. It is to be noted that this type
of interactional collective identity is distinct from Brewer and Gardner’s (1996) concept of col-
lective identity, indicating self-categorization to a group without necessarily interacting with it.
The collective identities described by Djordjilovic (2012) and Larsson and Lundholm (2013) are
instead established in interaction as a “we who are in this together.”

However, interactional identities are also constructed in larger scale contexts, such as more
general discourses (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002; Collinson, 2003, 2006) and organizational
contexts. Using positioning theory, Clifton (2014) analyzed storytelling in meetings and
showed a complex interplay between identities constructed in the stories (e.g., identity of the
company), in the ongoing interaction and in relation to large-scale discourses. The local prac-
tice of storytelling thus allowed the manager to claim and establish an interactional position
from which strategic organizational issues might be managed.

Which Identities Are Relevant to Leadership?

Although studies of leadership in interaction generally focus on interactional and relational
identities in contrast to the dominating interest in individual and collective (in the sense of
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membership in larger collectives) identities, some of the studies clearly share an interest in the
labels of leader and follower. The studies by Schnurr (2009) and Schnurr and Chan (2011) cited
above provide two such examples. These studies resonate closely with the general theory for
identity construction proposed by DeRue and Ashford (2010), in which leader and follower
identities are seen as being established through an iterative process of claiming and granting
respective identity.

Other studies, however, demonstrate the interactional significance of other types of identi-
ties. Svennevig (2011) suggests that epistemic authority—that is, the claim of having authorita-
tive knowledge—is an important identity dimension. Similarly, Nielsen (2009) showed how
identities such as “interpreter” and “expert” were constructed in interaction and worked to
move the organizational agenda forward. Larsson and Lundholm (2013) argue that negotiation
of situated, task-bound identities are conducive to problem solving. Leadership is here accom-
plished through the construction of identities that further the task at hand rather than through
the identities of leader and follower as such.

Using the language of ethnomethodology, the emphasis on leader/follower versus other
identities might be seen as illustrating the difference between participant and analyst concerns.
In many of the studies, the label of leadership is an analytically driven concept rather than
something that the participants visibly orient toward. Participants often appear to be more occu-
pied with the task at hand, be it organizing the interaction or solving problems with customer
accounts, than with sorting out more abstract labels such as leader and follower.

The interest in identities, of course, rests on the assumption that these are important to
the leadership process. Within cognitively and social-cognitively oriented research traditions
(Lord et al., 1999; Shamir, House, & Arthur, 1993; Van Knippenberg et al., 2004), it has
been shown that follower self-concepts exert significant influence on follower motivation
and behavior. These theories say less, however, about the processes through which identities
are shaped and constructed or the processes through which established self-concepts in turn
influence performance and leadership effectiveness.

An interactional perspective on identity suggests that identities might be of importance for
the leadership process beyond their role in shaping self-concepts. Establishing an identity in
interaction allows certain subsequent moves and makes others less available. For instance, it
is crucial for the manager in the last extract that his interactional identity as “interpreter” is
established for him to be able to fulfill the task of communicating the organizational vocabulary.
This perspective allows an understanding of the leadership process more as a shaping of the local
context of available moves by molding interactional identities than as the establishment of leader
and follower identities as such.

Clearly, the relevance of the study of identity depends on the relationship between identities
and core aspects of the leadership process. In the next section, we turn to a closer examination
of how the studies of interaction to date have thrown light on interpersonal influence, which is
probably the most central aspect of the leadership process.

Interpersonal Influence and Organizing

A third area in which studies of interaction contribute to our understanding of leadership con-
cerns the core processes of exerting interpersonal influence and organizing action. Influence
is generally understood as the process through which power is realized (Pfeffer, 1992, p. 30).
Influence might in practice be accomplished in a variety of ways. In an early study, Kipnis,
Schmidt and Wilkinsoon (1980) identified eight dimensions of influence. This list of tactics was
gradually refined by later research (e.g., Yukl & Falbe, 1990), until Yukl, Seifertz and Chavez
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(2008) finally extended the list to 11 types of tactics: rational persuasion, apprising, inspirational
appeals, consultation, collaboration, ingratiation, personal appeals, exchange, coalition tactics,
legitimating tactics and pressure.

Such dimensions and classes of behavior might in practice be realized in a number of ways,
with attention to the specific situation, its possibilities and its constraints. In interaction, a range
of practical problems need to be managed, such as creating legitimacy for a demand or find-
ing ways to ensure that proposed actions will be carried out, while managing face (Brown &
Levinson, 1987; Clifton, 2009) for all participants and following the norms inherent in the local
culture (Holmes, 2007).

A number of studies demonstrate that influence might be accomplished in interaction
through a large number of interactional moves that are also found in many other contexts. For
instance, Samra-Fredericks (2003), studying how a strategist managed to influence his colleagues
to agree to a certain understanding of the company’s strategic situation, observed that the strate-
gist’s talk included six important features. These were the ability: to speak forms of knowledge
(knowledge embedded in social interaction, for instance, displayed in the skilled use of relevant
categories and labels); to mitigate and observe the protocols of human interaction; to question
and query; to display appropriate emotion; to deploy metaphors; and finally to put “history” to
work. These tactics were all used in varied ways to put his case forward and convince others,
but none of these tactics are distinct to strategists’ talk, or to talk that accomplishes influence.

Acknowledging the flexible and situated nature of influence, a number of specific mecha-
nisms used to accomplish influence have been examined in more detail. First and foremost
are formulations (summaries of the gist of what has been said previously), which were already
discussed in relation to decision making. Formulations have an influence function: they fix the
meaning of what has transpired before and thereby define the available interactional moves for
the participants (Clifton, 2006; Huisman, 2001; Larsson & Lundholm, 2013).

Laughter might also have important influence functions. Holmes (2007) shows how humor
and laughter can work to establish cohesion and community, thereby influencing commitment
and the available range of interactional moves. Distinguishing between “laughing with” and
“laughing at” humor might also work to exclude and make certain positions and arguments less
legitimate. Clifton (2009) shows how the treatment of one participant’s contribution as “laugh-
able” (something to which laughter is a reasonable response) constructed it as deviant and as
reflecting sub-standard performance and excluded its influence on the further treatment of the
topic. Laughter might thus work to shape the boundaries for acceptable contributions in addi-
tion to performing an inclusive function.

The management of meaning (Smircich & Morgan, 1982) and sensemaking (Pye, 2005) are
generally seen as central to leadership. Some of the practical mechanisms for accomplishing this
in interaction include labeling and reframing issues in terms of organizationally relevant con-
cepts and discourses, thereby linking local concerns to organizationally strategic issues. Clifton
(2012) showed how the assessment of a previous decision was influenced by the introduction
of a political, as opposed to artistic, frame and by portraying the organization as primarily a
political entity.

Similarly, Larsson and Lundholm (2013) as well as Nielsen (2009) showed how labeling and
introducing a specific vocabulary shaped not only the understanding of the current and future
situations but also held identity implications for the participants. Working on a task that is
semantically linked to broader organizational concerns links individual identity to organizational
identity. Framing, translating and labeling thus have potentially broad-ranging consequences,
echoing the importance tied to categorizations within ethnomethodologically oriented research
(Hester & Eglin, 1997) and broader organizational theory (for instance, Tsoukas & Chia, 2002).
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In Larsson and Lundholm’s (2010, 2013) work, influence is closely tied to negotiation of the
task at hand and to the organizing of actions. For instance, they show how a group manager
persuades a subordinate to see the task at hand in a new way (Larsson & Lundholm, 2013; see
Extract 4).

Extract 4
50 Roy: so if we look at (.) the full picture
51 Harriet: there’s no risk associated with him!
52 but I'd like you to have a look at the security (.) do you need
53 (.) do you nee:d (.) eh he has a credit limit of four (.) hundred
54 Roy: mm
55 Harriet: does he (0.8) does he need to have (0.5) do you nee:d
56 (0.5) four hundred (.) as the value for this (2.0) security
57 Roy: what does it look like then (.) doesn’t he have ((inaudible))
58 security
59 (0.8)
60 Harriet: but you have (.) because you have reserved four hundred there
61 right
62 Roy: yes
63 Harriet: and he has a credit of four hundred
64 Roy: yes (.) yes[((inaudible))
65 Harriet: [so] | mean as soon as he touches it (.)
66 then he’ll be overdrawn (0.5) since he doesn’t have any (.)
he has no other shares ((inaudible))
(1.1) it seems he had that before, right
Roy: yesyes he’s had (.) about a million there (1.1)
Harriet: so | mean (.) to have it like this will be difficult right (.)
that he has a limit of four (1.2) and a collateral engagement
of four hundred (.) for as soon as he uses any of it he’ll be
overdrawn
unusually stupid
Harriet: yes (0.9) ((both Ha and Ro looks at the screen))
Roy: .hhyes
Harriet: it doesn’t work because | mean the shares never have full
collateral value
Roy: no
(Larsson & Lundholm, 2013, pp. 1114-1115; transcription simplified)

In this extract, the group manager Harriet performs a step-wise elaboration of her understanding
of the issue at hand. She starts out at line 51 by asking about the credit and continues through turns
53, 55, 57, 59 and 61 by developing the understanding that there is something wrong with the
construction of the credit. Of importance here is that she does not develop this in one long turn,
but stops several times and allows the subordinate, Roy, to contribute (turns 52, 54, 56, 58) and
even to add some substantial information (turn 58). Through his active involvement, he becomes
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an active part of the developing understanding and is finally placed in a position where his only
reasonable choice of action is to accept her argument (turns 62, 64, 66). He thus moves from an
understanding of the issue as being related to risk (turn 50) to an understanding that it is a question
of the construction of the credit (and thereby of profitability). The task at hand shifts from managing
risks to constructing credit. The step-wise character of the elaboration thus has a strong persuasive
effect on Roy by gradually shaping his viable interactional options.

This extract further illustrates how leadership might have organizing properties. Although
leadership is often seen as closely related to organizing (Fairhurst, 2007b; Hosking & Morley,
1988), organizing processes are rarely demonstrated empirically. In one of the few studies
attempting this (without discussing leadership), Cooren and Fairhurst (2004) show organizing
to be accomplished on a turn-by-turn basis in discursive interaction.

Larsson and Lundholm (2013) argue that leadership might have organizing properties by shap-
ing the obligations of the participants: that is, as a consequence of shaping identities. In the extract
above, the persuasion results in new rights and obligations for Roy. He now has an obligation
to act according to his new understanding and to provide a better construction of the credit.’
These obligations are constructed in relation to Harriet, as the other party in the “we working
on the credit” team (a situated collective identity, as discussed earlier). The influence process
thereby shapes both the understanding of the task at hand and the commitment to act accord-
ingly. Similarly, Clifton (2009) argues that decisions include a commitment to action and that the
decision-making episodes described earlier therefore have a certain influence and organizing aspect.

Clearly, attempts to influence another are a sensitive interpersonal issue. Persuasion attempts
are regularly coupled with a number of mitigating moves and tactics to preserve the inter-
personal context and to preserve face for the interacting parties (Walker & Aritz, 2014). For
instance, the use of discourse markers such as “but” softens any suggestions for action (Samra-
Fredericks, 2003), and, when requests for action are made, these are designed with attention to
and respect for the recipient’s situation and other constraints (Curl & Drew, 2008; Larsson &
Lundholm, 2013).

These studies clearly demonstrate that, although leaders perform influence attempts, the
accomplishment of influence is a collaborative achievement. Subordinates actively contribute
by challenging and offering new ideas (Clifton, 2009, 2014), by using the labels and categories
offered by leaders (Nielsen, 2009; Larsson & Lundholm, 2013) and generally by collaborating to
produce influence effects. Leadership as influence is thus placed firmly in the arena of interaction
and relation rather than as an individual attribute or action on behalf of the leader.

Summary and Contributions to Leadership Knowledge

The studies of leadership in interaction discussed here together provide a number of unique
contributions to the existing body of leadership knowledge. First, studies of actual work inter-
actions obviously portray leadership as deeply situated and embedded in a local context. While
this is hardly surprising, it is in stark contrast to much of the theorizing in the leadership lit-
erature. This lack of attention to context has repeatedly been lamented by scholars (Bryman,
Stephens, & Campo, 1996; Fairhurst, 2007a; Liden & Antonakis, 2009; Porter & McLaughlin,
2006). However, these scholars mostly focus on the lack of attention to the wider organizational
context, while the studies reviewed here bring attention to another type of context. Focusing
on talk-in-interaction as the central means of exercising authority and performing leadership
(Gronn, 1983) reveals that the leader is highly dependent on actual interactional opportunities
and available situations. Contributions need to be tailored to the specific interactional “slot” in
which they are produced and to connect to the topic as well as the relational context.
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The embedded nature of leadership is shown in the illustrations throughout the chapter.
In Extract 3, the manager Per engages with an emerging discussion about how to interpret
and label a lay-oft process, positions himself as an “interpreter” and explicates how the organi-
zational vocabulary is to be used. The detailed understanding of this particular version of an
identity (as shown in Nielsen, 2009) brings a difterent type of insight compared with studies
of frequencies and variation. Similarly, the analysis of influence performed through the step-
wise elaboration of an understanding of a task, shown in Extract 4, offers unique insights into
the particulars of the actual performance of influence. As argued by Fairhurst (2007a) and also
Conger (1998), variable-based quantitative studies might establish causal relationships but are
less useful for clarifying the mechanisms through which the observed eftects are established, that
is “the ‘cellular biology’ that . .. explicates the mechanisms linking the outcomes [to] . . . the
variables which assertedly engender those outcomes” (Schegloff, 2001, p. 315, as cited in
Fairhurst 2007a, p. 16). Studies of interaction throw some light on these mechanisms, not least
by suggesting that the identities of leader and follower might not be the most important factor
from the perspective of the participants.

This deeply embedded nature of human interaction explains some of the variability in the
phenomena under study and possibly the fact that leadership has often been described as difficult
to observe. Alvesson and Sveningsson (2003) talk about “the great disappearing act” and Kan
and Parry (2004) discuss leadership as repressed in practice. These difficulties in observing lead-
ership can to a certain extent be understood as a question of attempting to identify specific acts,
recognizable through ordinary observation, while the phenomenon in reality is far more varied.
The studies presented together here forcefully demonstrate that leadership is clearly observable
but primarily as a situated accomplishment at the micro level of interaction, which normally
requires a careful analysis of recorded interaction to be made visible.

The studies presented here all build on observations and recordings of live workplace inter-
actions. In contrast to interviews and surveys, such recordings do not rely on the participants’
own sensemaking of interactions and relationships. The participants’ sensemaking process is
turned into an object of study rather than a window providing access to the central phenom-
enon. As shown by Huisman (2001) and illustrated in Extract 2, decisions are more a question
of the participants’ retrospective sensemaking than of any particular interactional action as such.
Leadership, then, concerns at least as much the shaping of this later understanding that a deci-
sion has been made (for instance, through the use of summaries—so-called formulations) as the
making of decisions. As noted by Clifton (2006), decisions are clearly relevant to leadership, as
decisions work to fix the organizational reality.

Studies of leadership in interaction further contribute to the interest in identity within leader-
ship studies. The focus on identity as being negotiated and accomplished in interaction supple-
ments the dominating focus on individual (Lord & Brown, 2004; Lord & Hall, 2005; Shamir &
Eilam, 2005) and social (Ellemers et al., 2004; Knippenberg, Knippenberg, Cremer, & Hogg,
2004). The interest in interactional identities resonates strongly with the framework proposed by
DeRue and Ashford (2010), who argue that the negotiation of relational identities is fundamental
to both individual and collective identities and to leaders and followers. In Extract 3, Nielsen
(2009) shows an identity claim by a leader that is acknowledged by a follower. Extract 4 shows a
more elaborate process of influence, in which a specific follower identity is offered to the subor-
dinate (Roy) and gradually accepted by him as he aligns with the perspective developed by the
leader. This type of analysis contributes to the understanding of identity negotiation as proposed
by DeRue and Ashford (2010) by demonstrating some of the mechanisms and dynamics involved.

Even more importantly, these studies suggest that the focus on leader and follower identi-
ties might not be the most important concern for the participants. As earlier noted by Fairhurst
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(2007a, 2007b), close attention to actual practice reveals that engagement with the task at hand
is a dominant concern, making work a central context to consider (Barley & Kunda, 2001) in
leadership processes. Advancing the task at hand often requires identities other than leader and
follower that are more focused on practical problems and their management. To the extent that
leadership is seen as concerned with advancement of the task at hand (Fairhurst, 2007b), con-
struction of such problem-oriented identities would be a central aspect of the leadership process.
In essence, studies of interaction suggest that an occupation with the identity labels of leader and
follower might be as much a consequence of the analyst’s interest in leadership as a necessary
element in the practical work. Focusing instead on the identities relevant to the participants of
the interaction opens the potential for a deeper understanding of the mechanisms linking identi-
ties to effects and outcomes (Fairhurst, 2007a).

Studies of interaction further provide a unique window into the central processes of influ-
ence. Rather than being distinct tactics, influence is here shown to be accomplished through
the skilled use of ordinary discursive mechanisms (Samra-Fredericks, 2003). As shown in the
discussion of Extract 4, influence is partly accomplished through the turn construction, in which
pauses allow the follower to engage with an evolving new understanding of the task. This goes
beyond the typologies of influence (Clifton, 2009) by showing that the effect here is less a
question of which “type” of influence is employed and more a question of how it is produced
in the actual interactional situation. Studies of interaction thus contribute a process-oriented
understanding of influence to leadership knowledge in which, for instance, identities and turn
construction (Larsson & Lundholm, 2013), stories (Clifton, 2014) and use of knowledge (Samra-
Fredricks, 2003) might play important roles.

Finally, the study presented here offers a perspective on the leadership process as basically
shared and distributed. Decisions emerge as collaborative achievements (Clifton 2009, 2012;
Huisman, 2001), as do identity construction (Nielsen, 2009; Holmes et al., 2011; Walker &
Aritz, 2014) and influence attempts (Clifton, 2009; Larsson & Lundholm, 2013). To be legiti-
mate, leaders need to connect to and build on cultural values within as well as surrounding
the organization (Jones, 2005) and to visibly engage these cultural values in their interactions
(Holmes et al., 2007). In essence, acknowledgment of these constraints on leadership works to
shift attention to more distributed (Gronn, 2002; Pearce & Conger, 2003), relational (Uhl-Bien,
2006) and contextually oriented (Fairhurst, 2007b; Grint, 2005b) perspectives.

Ways Forward

Clearly, studies of leadership in interaction are demanding, as they require the analysis of messy
empirical material. They require access to analytical resources, such as conversation analysis and
interactional sociolinguistics, that currently are not standard methodologies in organizational
behavior or organization studies and that are seldom found in the curriculum for doctoral studies
in these areas. Moving this research field forward thus heavily depends on doctoral students being
brave enough to take on new fields and on collaborative research between scholars with different
disciplinary backgrounds. This gap is also reflected in the fact that many studies of leadership in
interaction are found in discourse- and language-oriented journals, such as Discourse & Society,
Pragmatics and Text & Talk, rather than in traditional leadership journals (although some are
found in Leadership and Human Relations). Fortunately, a certain amount of work has already been
published that makes this approach better known and more accepted among organizational and
leadership scholars (Llewellyn, 2008; Llewellyn & Hindmarsh, 2010; Samra-Fredericks, 2000).
Studies of leadership in interaction also face a number of analytical challenges. Although a
fair amount of work has already been undertaken to operationalize leadership at an interactional
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level, more work is needed to connect the empirical analysis to theoretical problems in the
leadership field. An illustrative case is the studies of leadership style. While drawing on cen-
tral concepts, such as transformational and transactional leadership, the analysis here tends to
focus on the single dimension of the centrality versus the distribution of authority. Here is a
clear opportunity for a deeper engagement with the existing theoretical challenges facing, for
example, the theory of transformational leadership.

In essence, the import of studies of leadership in interaction could be increased by a stronger
problematization of leadership theory than is currently found in many studies. The relatively
low level of problematization of leadership theory, of course, resonates with the outlets chosen.
Publication in discourse- and language-oriented journals naturally places these phenomena at
center stage, leaving engagement with leadership theory less central. However, as this review
illustrates, these studies hold the potential to constitute a far stronger contribution to leader-
ship theory than is currently the case. Of course, publication in leadership and organizationally
oriented journals also depends on the general knowledge and acceptance of the methodologies
used here (Clifton, 2006; Llewellyn & Hindmarsh, 2010; Llewellyn, 2008).

One such area in which studies of interaction has a strong potential for contribution con-
cerns influence and organizing, processes that are often seen as being central to leadership
(Fairhurst, 2007a, 2007b; Hosking & Morley, 1988; Rost, 1991; Yukl, 2013). Studies of inter-
action offer the ability to examine these processes at a level of detail far beyond surveys and
interviews. Further, as argued by Fairhurst (2007a), to the extent that we really are interested in
interpersonal processes as the ontological object, taking these same interpersonal processes also
as the analytical object holds promise for a deeper understanding. The potential to do this has
already been demonstrated in studies attempting to study influence, but far more work remains
to be done.

Notes
1 Transcription symbols:

[] Overlapping speech

= Latching on to previous or next turn
() Short pause

(0.5)  Pause in seconds

over  Underlined: emphasis

2 Despite using the label “transformational,” Holmes and Marra (2004) and Holmes (2005) mainly focus
on the degree of subordinate involvement and of collaboration rather than on elements of charismatic or
visionary leadership in the interaction.

3 Of course, this says nothing about what Roy thinks or whether he believes what Harriet says. The inter-
action is not a shortcut to individual cognitive processes (the “mental theater” discussed earlier). His overt
display of understanding, however, produces an obligation toward Harriet, and his potential lack of belief
could later become problematic in terms of her trust in him.
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Part Il
Practising Leadership

Introduction

In a normal workday, how many ‘leaders’ will you likely run into? Some of this obviously
depends on how you define ‘leader’ and ‘run into’. Leadership might include family members,
restaurant (or store) owners, bosses at work, bosses’ bosses, media reports on political or social
leaders, and so forth. With any definition, the list is long. The processes that define leadership
captured in other parts of this book exist in many settings. The chapters in this part talk about
types of leadership in different settings. While some of the basic premises of leadership traverse
settings, each setting may require unique leadership insights and actions.

Hartley reminds us that sometimes terms may have positive or negative connotations which
get in the way of really understanding the practice of leadership. For example, the term ‘politics’
often has a pejorative undertone and leaders who practise politics or who are political may not be
effective or good leaders. By looking at politics through the political science literature, Hartley
views politics as a way of creating consensus out of diversity of opinion. Leaders who understand
and manage political astuteness more effectively focus their organizations on ways to achieve
consensual goals of differences. Five dimensions of political skill offer leaders a positive and useful
way to improve leadership theory and practice.

Laing and Walter recognize that, in the modern political era, there is a leadership paradox.
On the one hand, citizens seek heroic, strong, and transformational leaders who build confi-
dence by their stature and confidence. Many study the biographies of these esteemed hero lead-
ers to distil secrets they can follow. In surveys lamenting leadership, there may be a lack of these
heroic leaders. On the other hand, information ubiquity leads to more democratic or collective
leadership, through which people feel empowered to make their own choices. These leaders
facilitate and build consensus to engage others in the leadership process. Wise leaders recognize
this paradox and learn to manage both political individualism and institutional governance.

Leadership comes both in different settings (e.g. politics vs business) and in different types.
Sometimes leaders act alone and sometimes leadership is a distributed or collective activity. Gibeau,
Reid, and Langley share the context, configuration, and conditions for the success of co-leadership,
where two individuals share a leadership role. Co-leadership is more likely to exist in pluralis-
tic settings, large and complex corporations, transitioning organizations, and family businesses.
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Co-leadership may take a number of forms (distribution, dominance, duplication, or disconnec-
tion) depending on the requirements of the leadership role. There are a number of conditions for
success of co-leadership (e.g. individual skills, relationship building, organizational factors, and
environmental setting).

Generally, leaders are visible through their formal positions, roles, and titles. Sometimes,
leaders have enormous influence, less through formal position and more through personal cred-
ibility. Kakabadse, Khan, and Kakabadse offer a thorough explanation of the history, relevance,
and leadership role of the company secretary. Less visible and public than the chairman, CEO,
or board member, the company secretary has a profound impact on how information is shared
and decisions made on the board.

Barentsen shows that leadership not only shapes political and business organizations, but also
religious organizations. Religion refers both to the institutions which govern how spirituality
is practised and the rise of personal spirituality. With the come-back of organized religions,
Barentsen offers insights on nine dimensions of how postmodern leaders in mostly Christian
religious settings fulfil their stewardship. He also reviews ways to create more professionalism
among religious leaders so that they can shape culture and identity. Finally, he captures the
unique tasks of religious leaders and offers guidance on how to prepare leaders to accomplish
these tasks.

In almost every society, there is an increasing attention to health care, partly because of age-
ing populations, but also medical advances and higher patient expectations. Storey and Holti
offer deep insights into the unique requirements of clinical leaders, or leaders who work in the
health care system. Clinical leadership is both a political and a business agenda. Traditionally,
leadership principles from the private sector are adapted for health-care settings. In this chapter,
we learn about some of the unique aspects of clinical leadership, in which leaders are part of a
constellation rather than occupying an isolated position. They also offer specific guidelines for
clinical leaders to fulfil their unique role.

Across these chapters, we learn that leadership principles — of building personal proficiency,
setting a shared agenda, delivering on goals, managing people, and investing in organizations
over time — permeate leadership in political, religious, and clinical settings. While each setting
requires differentiated and unique insights, there are convergent and common principles that
can be adapted to improve leadership. As leaders in any setting master the common principles
and adapt to the unique requirements of their setting, it is hoped that we will experience effec-
tive leadership no matter what setting we are in. As we run into leaders and leadership through-
out our daily meanderings, we should be aware of the leadership principles that can be applied
in almost every setting.
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Politics and Political Astuteness
in Leadership

Jean Hartley

How far and in what ways is politics represented, theorised and researched in generic leader-
ship studies? I will argue that there is surprisingly little attention to politics, or that where it is
considered it is largely viewed in a dysfunctional way. However, I will also present evidence
that there is a growing recognition of the importance of politics in a wide range of leader-
ship settings. I will suggest that this is not a specialist interest or perspective in leadership, but
something which needs to be fundamental to the conceptualisation of leadership. To incorpo-
rate the existence of politics dramatically shifts the understanding of the purposes of leadership
and the social processes involved in exercising leadership.

There are of course, many and varied definitions of leadership (Grint, 2005; Yukl, 2006) but,
traditionally, leadership studies have tended to emphasise the pursuit or the creation of common
goals and have therefore implicitly often obscured or denied the existence of politics (which
starts from the assumption of diverse rather than common interests). For example, Kouzes and
Posner (1995) write of leadership involving “shared aspirations” and Bolden (2004) notes the
existence of “group goals”. An early definition is still highly influential in the field: “Leadership
may be considered as the process (act) of influencing the activities of an organized group in its
efforts towards goal setting and goal achievement” (Stogdill, 1950, p. 3). Underlying these con-
ceptualisations of leadership is a sense of shared, common or mutual activities and goals. Other
definitions emphasise shared values, developing commitment across a group and so on. Within
the generic leadership literature, including that deriving from business and management, there
is fascination with a sense of shared purpose. It can be argued that this assumes a unitarist rather
than pluralist view of organisations and societies (Fox, 1966; Coopey, 1995) whereby those who
are within the sphere of influence of a leader have common interests and purposes, which it is
the task of the leader to articulate and to mobilise people around.

There are writers in the generic leadership literature who emphasise plurality of interests and
perspectives in leadership processes but they have tended to be a minority. Politics is hinted at
in definitions such as “Leadership inevitably requires using power to influence the thoughts and
actions of other people” (Zaleznik, 1977, p. 67) or in conceptualisations of leadership as being
about sense-giving or sense-making (e.g. Smircich and Morgan, 1982) but even here politics
or diverse interests are not directly addressed. By contrast, Drath et al. (2008) have argued that
leadership studies have been based on an inappropriate ontology about what leadership is, which
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has hampered the development of the field. They suggest that the assumption of commonality
of purpose is misplaced in many settings, whether concerned with small groups or with large
strategic purposes. Instead, they argue for a conceptualisation of leadership which takes place in
a pluralist social setting and therefore direction, alignment and commitment become key tasks
for those exercising leadership, because commonality of interests cannot be assumed. It has to
be created through leadership to foster sufficient degree of commonality to get things done.
Sufficient degree of commonality to achieve purposes is very different from complete consensus
(Leftwich, 2004).

In part, unitarist assumptions in the traditional generic leadership literature may have been
reinforced by the conflation, in many circumstances, of authority with legitimacy (as noted by
Heifetz (1994) and Hartley and Benington (2010, 2011)). Many leadership studies, particularly in
the management field, focus on leadership in formal business (often private sector) organisations,
where leadership is presumed to be exercised by line management (whether supervisor, chief
executive or other formal roles) and where formal authority and hierarchy in Weberian-style
bureaucracies can be largely taken for granted. Even here, ‘office politics’ can be present, though
is largely seen as an unfortunate phenomenon which can be overcome through compelling or
charismatic leadership which creates a unity of purpose and spirit (a view which is challenged by
some academics, e.g. Butcher and Clarke, 1999; Hartley and Fletcher, 2008). However, legiti-
macy becomes increasingly important where leaders have to mobilise others in circumstances
without authority (Heifetz, 1994) or beyond authority (Hartley and Benington, 2011). This can
occur where leaders are trying to mobilise or influence others who are not subordinate to them —
indeed, in partnerships between organisations may even be senior to them. So leadership which
recognises different, diverse and sometimes competing interests may be very valuable. The fol-
lowing section examines how politics is analysed in organisational leadership.

Politics in and around Organisations

The concepts of politics and political skill are increasingly being researched and analysed in rela-
tion to leading and managing organisations (Allen et al., 1979; Barley, 2010; Buchanan, 2008;
Ferris et al., 2002; Vigoda-Gadot and Drory, 2006). In addition, the contribution of critical
management theory, post-modernism and Foucauldian studies have all enhanced the interest in
power in relation to organising, and the role of politics as one of the means by which power is
exercised (Brunsson, 1985; Grey, 2005; Spicer, 2005; Townley, 2008).

In the realm of practice, as senior and middle managers increasingly spend time not only
in their own organisation but also working external to the organisation in strategic alliances,
in partnerships and in public affairs, political ‘savvy’ — astuteness, awareness or having political
antennae — is seen to be important in leadership (Hartley ef al., 2015; Alford ef al., 2016; Barley,
2010; Solace, 2005). Some UK organisations now include ‘political acuity’, ‘political astuteness’
or ‘political skills’ in their competency (or capability) frameworks for leadership.

Yet, despite the salience (and to some degree acceptance) of informal politics in and around
organisations, the field is startlingly ambiguous and diverse in the conceptualisation of politics
and hence also political skill. Buchanan (2008) notes that “the absence of a common definition
of organizational politics is a long-standing concern” (p. 50) (see also Drory and Romm, 1990).
Yet whether and how politics is conceptualised goes to the heart of leadership studies.

Politics has been a strand of organisation and management theory in its early history (e.g.
March and Simon, 1958) though taking a back seat while Taylorist ideas were in the ascend-
ancy. Simon (1959) had argued that rationality in decision making only takes place under very
limited conditions and that most decisions contain a political angle. This theme was elaborated,
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particularly by those interested in organisational change (e.g. Block, 1987; Burns, 1961;
Mangham, 1979; Pettigrew, 1975; Kumar and Thibodeaux, 1990). From the 1980s onwards,
two writers in particular helped to bring organisational politics to prominence. Mintzberg (1985)
highlighted the existence of organisational politics and the need for political will and skill.
Pfetter (1992) linked power and politics, showing that they were endemic in organisations, and
particularly prominent in periods of organisational uncertainty.

Yet, generic leadership theory in organisational settings has neglected the existence and treat-
ment of both formal and informal politics on several counts, and this has impoverished leader-
ship theory. The chapter will later examine ways to remedy these problems.

First, the predominant approach to politics in organisational settings, until fairly recently,
has been to view them as illegitimate activity, in the sense of not sanctioned by formal authority
(Farrell and Petersen, 1982; Mintzberg, 1983, 1985). Such a perspective is frequently encoun-
tered, but does not take account of those organisations where formal, legitimate politics is
integral to the purposes, accountability and decision making of the organisation. For example,
public service organisations in Western societies contain legitimate and formal politics, in the
form of elected members who are chosen through largely free and fair elections to represent
citizens in particular jurisdictions (Stoker, 2006). Political leaders at federal, state, devolved
or local level are an essential part of many public organisations (whether integral as in local
government or governing at a distance in the case of the National Health Service in the UK).
Public services represent a significant proportion of organisations and employment in many
countries. So leaders may themselves be political representatives and, in addition, leaders in
public management may need to take account of formal politics and elected politicians in their
work (Manzie and Hartley, 2013; Hartley ef al., 2015; Alford et al., 2016).

In addition, some of the activities of private firms, such as political lobbying and corporate
affairs, are both legal and prevalent (Barley, 2010; Hillman ef al., 1999). Recently, the identi-
fication of political skills for those working in political lobbying and policy domains has been
analysed (e.g. Woo et al., 2015). Some writers accept that politics can be both legitimate and
illegitimate, depending on organisational and social context (e.g. Baddeley and James, 1987,
Buchanan, 2008; Butcher and Clarke, 1999, 2008; Farrell and Petersen, 1982). In this chapter,
I take the view that politics can be either legitimate or not, depending on context, and it is not
assumed to be either one or the other alone.

A second concern is that some scholars define politics in terms of self-interest, and therefore
leadership which takes account of politics must, by this chain of logic, be self-serving and therefore
problematic and ‘bad leadership’. Self-interest may be personal, career based or sectional, such as
engaging in turf wars (Buchanan and Badham, 1999; Valle and Perrewé, 2000). The self-interest
view of organisational politics is closely related to the illegitimacy perspective, but is conceptu-
ally distinct. There are problems with self-interest as the defining characteristic of organisational
politics. There is the essentialist and categorical one of defining what constitutes self-interest and
how it can be recognised and operationalised — a problem which has defeated philosophers. By
contrast, a number of writers (Baddeley and James, 1987; Buchanan, 2008; Butcher and Clarke,
2008; Farrell and Petersen, 1982; Ferris ef al., 2005a, b) argue that organisational politics may
reflect either self-interest or organisational interest, or indeed both concurrently.

Connotations of illegitimacy and self-interest have contributed, in some writing, to the
view that organisational politics is inherently dysfunctional — for those on whom (or against
whom) politics is practised, for the organisation and for organisational leaders. In this view,
politics is frequently conflated with ‘politicking’ (e.g. Mintzberg, 1985) and with devious
Machiavellian behaviours (at least, those from The Prince rather than from The Discourses;
Machiavelli, trans. 2003a, b) such as overtly blaming, attacking, scapegoating and more
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covertly manipulating, blocking, distorting, concealing and exploiting (Allen et al., 1979;
Bower and Weinberg, 1988; Eiring, 1999).

However, on the other hand, some writers have noted highly functional consequences of
political behaviours: for example, greater clarity through contention of ideas; forging a degree
of consensus and agreement to action out of difference; and managing complex organisational
change (Block, 1987; Holbeche, 2004; Mangham, 1979). Perrewé et al. (2004, 2007) construe
politics as part of the ‘positive organizational behaviour’ movement, and Buchanan (2008) notes
that over half of the middle and senior leaders and managers in his sample thought that politics
contributed to organisational effectiveness. In any case, the outcomes of politics should not, per
se, constitute part of the conceptualisation of politics, which needs to be defined in root terms.

A fourth concern with the organisational politics literature and of the leadership literature is
that it is still overwhelmingly about politics inside the organisation rather than politics in and
around the organisation (e.g. Brouer ef al., 2009; Ferris et al., 2005a, b; Kacmar and Carlson,
1997; Parker et al., 1995). Few writers on political skill have commented on politics being con-
cerned with inter-organisational relations (though see Barley, 2010; Farrell and Petersen, 1982;
Hartley and Fletcher, 2008; Woo et al., 2015). Particularly for more senior leaders and managers,
their strategic leadership work is likely to bring them into contact with a range of organisations
in the external environment which they try to shape. Resource dependency theory (Pfeffer and
Salancik, 1978), neo-institutional theory (Scott, 2008) and stakeholder theory (Freeman and
Reed, 1983) each underline the interaction between actors inside and outside the organisation.

A fifth consideration is the processes which characterise and define organisational politics.
Here, there is a range of issues. Some have described politics as non-rational activities and
behaviours (e.g. Pettigrew, 1975). Others would argue that politics has its own rationalities con-
cerned with power and mobilisation (e.g. Brunsson, 1985; Townley, 2008) based on construct-
ing consent (Morrell and Hartley, 2006). Others have described politics as influence, which
takes place through persuasion, manipulation and negotiation (e.g. Ammeter ef al., 2002). The
problem with defining politics as influence without a wider theoretical framework in place is
that it can be argued that most leadership is about influence in one way or another and so the
area of politics is not delimited through this approach, a point also noted by Buchanan (2008).

This chapter argues that, to conceptualise the processes of politics and hence political skill in
and around organisations, there is a need to look beyond the generic leadership and manage-
ment literature to the political science literature. Dunn has argued that it is the:

struggles which result from the collisions between human purposes: most clearly when
these collisions involve large numbers of human beings . . . it takes in, too, the immense
array of expedients and practices which human beings have invented to cooperate, as much
as to compete with one another.

(quoted in Stoker, 2006, p. 4)

It may be considered as all activities of conflict, negotiation or co-operation over the use and
distribution of resources (Leftwich, 2004; Stoker, 20006). Bernard Crick’s (2000) influential
definition of politics in society is that it is the mobilisation of support for a position, decision
or action because it is “a way of ruling divided societies without undue violence — and most
societies are divided” (p. 33). Other political scientists share this view of mobilising support for
particular actions by reconciling different interests and values, in a diverse society with different
interests, values and goals among its peoples (e.g. Minogue, 1994; Stoker, 2006). Transposing
these ideas from the societal to the organisational and inter-organisational levels of analysis
requires viewing organisations in a pluralist perspective of diverse and sometimes competing
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interests and goals (Fleming and Spicer, 2007; Hoggett, 2006) and leadership as about grappling
with diverse interests among those whom the leader is aiming to mobilise. Baddeley and James
(1987) echo this approach in arguing that “being politically skilled means being able to manage
the requisite variety of your organization” (p. 5).

A final consideration about the theoretical base of politics is who ‘does’ politics in and around
organisations. The idea of politics as pervasive in organisations means that, potentially, all organi-
sational members may engage in politics to defend, advance or reconcile interests and goals in
relation to other interests (Buchanan, 2008). However, while the activity of politics may be
universal, the skills and resources to engage in politics are likely to be different according to
role and level in the organisation, with senior leaders, by and large, having greater capacity and
opportunity in this respect than ordinary employees. The opportunities and skills involved in the
practice of politics and power is likely to vary by rank and role (e.g. Deetz, 1992; Lukes, 1974).

In summary, the field of politics in leadership has been under-developed and under-theorised
and is still largely unexplored. There is now widespread agreement amongst academics that politics
in organisations exists (e.g. Buchanan, 2008; Ferris ef al., 2005a, b; Perrewé ef al., 2004) and by
extension this means the need to recognise constructive as well as destructive politics in leadership.

Political Astuteness Skills in Leadership

If politics is accepted as an endemic and integral feature of organisations, partnerships, social
movements and societies, then there are significant implications for how leadership is conceptu-
alised, researched, analysed and developed. Processes of leadership involve, in this perspective,
recognising and addressing diverse interests, rather than assuming that these are shared goals.
Whether leadership is exercised in single or in distributed leadership, it requires leaders (and
academic scholars) to think about different stakeholders and what they are seeking to achieve (or
avoid) in particular contexts, and to recognise that leadership takes place in arenas where ideas
may be contested, disputed or resisted (Hartley and Benington, 2011).

Opver the last decade, there has been greater recognition of the role of politics and political
skill in leadership, and this has come about in two ways in particular. First, there is a growing
literature derived from studies of public organisations, where politics is both formal and inte-
gral, and where public officials, particularly at more senior levels, report the value of political
astuteness in their work in leadership alongside political representatives (Manzie and Hartley,
2013; Hartley et al., 2015; Baddeley and James, 1987; James and Arroba, 1990). The second
is the re-emergence of an interest in leadership in political science (‘t Hart and Rhodes, 2014;
Couto, 2010), where arguably there is much to learn about leading and managing across dif-
ferent interests and stakeholders from this literature (Hartley and Benington, 2011). However,
even research on private sector leadership increasingly emphasises the value of astuteness (Beu
and Buckley, 2004) and associated terms such as political nous (Squires, 2001), political acumen
(Perrewé and Nelson, 2004; Hackman and Wageman, 2005; Dutton ef al., 2001) and political
savvy (Ferris et al., 2005a, b) are more common. Hartley ef al. (2015) define political astuteness
as “deploying political skills in situations involving diverse and sometimes competing interests
and stakeholders, in order to create sufficient alignhment of interests and/or consent in order to
achieve outcomes” (p. 24). This conceptualisation is based on a view of politics as being about
constructing consent out of different interests, which sometimes require competition and some-
times collaboration (Leftwich, 2004). It is more than ‘office politics’ alone, and can have an
external as well as internal orientation. This definition is neutral about outcomes. It is assumed
that political astuteness can be used to pursue personal or sectional interests, as well as formal
organisational or societal interests. Political astuteness is conceptualised as a set of skills and
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judgements exercised in context for a range of legitimate or illegitimate purposes. It follows that,
if leaders are inevitably involved in politics, some will display greater skills than others: they are
more astute. It is important to note that this definition of political astuteness can cover a range
of circumstances where there is contention, or potential contention, over purposes, priorities
and resources. Thus ‘political’ is not just about formal institutions and actors. It encompasses
the ‘small p’ as well as ‘big p’ politics — the informal as well as the formal — that can take place
among the wider citizens and stakeholders who may also form part of the authorising environ-
ment. Finally, it includes the machinations of cliques and factions operating within and across
as well as outside organisations.

Writers such as Baddeley and James (1987), Butcher and Clarke (2008) and Hartley et al.
(2013, 2015) all conceptualise politics as able to play a constructive role in organisations, because
organisations contain divergent interests and politics (in the sense of trying to find a consensual
way forward in a situation with divergent interests). However, the ‘dark side’ of leadership with
political astuteness is always possible — that political arts are used to promote self-serving or
sectional interests. The point is that this is not inevitable. There is increasing recognition of the
constructive role which political astuteness plays in many organisations and partnerships.

Despite the increasing acceptance of the value of political skills in leadership (taking skill in
its widest sense as a short hand for a range of capabilities and interactive and relational social
processes), three frameworks for understanding the skills of political astuteness are relevant to
leadership in organisational and societal settings.

A body of work from Ferris and colleagues (e.g. Ferris et al., 2005b, 2007) has outlined a
quantitative measure of political skill, based on cognitive, aftfective and behavioural features.
This framework has spurred US and also international research (e.g. Ahearn et al., 2004; Douglas
and Ammeter, 2004; Kolodinsky ef al., 2004). The measure is particularly located in a view of’
politics as being deceptively manipulative (for example, one of their dimensions is “apparent
sincerity”) though later writing recognises that political skill can be constructive (e.g. Brouer
et al., 2013). Their work tends to be focused on small group leadership but it suggests that politi-
cal capability may be a critical skill for leadership.

Baddeley and James (1987) argued that political awareness (what this chapter calls political
astuteness) is vital in leadership and management, and that leadership requires the development
of political skills to be able to act effectively and with integrity. They proposed a model of politi-
cal skill comprising the two dimensions of reading (the skills an individual uses to understand the
context and the stakeholders) and carrying (the skills an individual uses to exercise self-control,
from acting with integrity based on accepting oneself and others as they are to psychological
game playing and being self-oriented). This is conceptual work which led to characterisation of
leaders and managers in four quadrants based on the two dimensions of reading and carrying.
This work accepts that political astuteness can be used constructively or destructively.

Finally, work by Hartley and colleagues developed and tested a framework for conceptualis-
ing leadership with political astuteness. The original research was conducted in the UK across
the public, private and voluntary sectors (Hartley et al., 2007; Hartley and Fletcher, 2008) with
a focus on political awareness. Later research reconceptualised capabilities in terms of astuteness,
not awareness, because the conceptual framework is behavioural as well as cognitive and affec-
tive. Research was conducted in Australia, New Zealand and the UK with mainly senior public
leaders (Hartley ef al., 2013; Hartley ef al., 2015; Manzie and Hartley, 2014; Alford ef al. 2016).
This research proposed, constructed and statistically tested a five-dimensional framework of
political astuteness skills, which sought to conceptualise political astuteness skills beyond the nar-
rower account of ‘political skills as self-interest” extant in some of the literature. The five dimen-
sions (ascending from the ‘micro’ personal level to the ‘macro’ strategic level) are as follows.

202



Politics and Political Astuteness in Leadership

Personal Skills

Self-awareness of one’s own motives and behaviours, and the ability to exercise self-control,
form an essential foundation for leading with political astuteness. The personal-skills dimension
is also about being open to alternative views, so that it is possible to listen and reflect on the
views of others. And it is about having a proactive disposition, initiating rather than waiting for
things to happen. Understanding motives, interests and influence is central to effective manage-
ment with political astuteness; without a firm underpinning of personal skills, the ‘higher’ skills
will not be eftective.

Interpersonal Skills

This dimension concerns the interpersonal capacity to influence the thinking and behaviour
of others, get buy-in from people over whom the skill user has no direct authority, and make
people feel valued. These are ‘tough’ as well as ‘soft’ skills, because the ability to negotiate, to
stand up to pressures from other people and to handle conflict in ways to achieve constructive
outcomes is important. They may be viewed as core management and certainly core leader-
ship skills, but they also constitute foundational skills for political astuteness. Some elements of
this dimension go beyond direct leadership skills, such as cultivating relationships which have
potential rather than immediate value, and knowing when to rely on position and authority and
when to rely on less direct methods of exerting influence. The dimension also includes coaching
or mentoring individuals to develop their own political sensitivities and skills.

Reading People and Situations

This factor has a strong analytical aspect to it, and is based on thinking and intuition about the
dynamics that can occur when stakeholders and agendas come together. It includes recognising
the differing interests and agendas of a variety of people and their organisations, and discerning
what may be the underlying, as opposed to espoused, agendas. This entails thinking through
the likely standpoints of varying interest groups in advance of dealing with them, and using a
wider knowledge of institutions, political processes and social systems to understand what might
happen. Finally, it includes recognising where one may be seen as a threat to others and their
interests. This dimension lies at the heart of political astuteness skills, as it concerns the power,
influence and interests of different groups. This dimension is primarily concerned with analytical
rather than influencing skills.

Building Alignment and Alliances

This dimension is a crucial skill of action, which requires the previous elements of skill in
order to be effective. Building alignment out of different interests, goals and motives requires a
detailed understanding and appreciation of the context, the players and the objectives of each
stakeholder. It is about forging differences in outlook or emphasis into collaborative action.
This dimension goes beyond that part of the literature on partnerships, which privileges con-
sensus and commonality over dealing with difference. Instead, this dimension involves working
with difference and with conflicts of interest in order to foster new opportunities. It builds on
the proactivity of personal skills in actively seeking out alliances and partnerships rather than
relying on those which are already in existence. It includes being able to bring out and deal
with differences between stakeholders, not conceal them or hope that if they are ignored they
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will somehow go away. Tough negotiation skills (from interpersonal skills) may underpin the
capacity to build a realistic and useful consensus without ending up with the lowest common
denominator.

Strategic Direction and Scanning

Finally, we reach the important question of purpose: what these political astuteness skills are
being used for. This dimension includes two major elements. The first is strategic thinking
and action in relation to organisational purpose, so that the understanding of power, interests
and influence is set within a strategic aim. This includes thinking long term and having a road
map of where the leader wants to go so that he or she is not diverted by short-term pressures.
Second, this dimension requires strategic scanning — thinking about longer-term issues that may
have the potential to have an impact on the organisation, not just on the horizon, but over the
horizon. It requires analytical capacity to think through scenarios of possible futures, to think
about small changes which may herald bigger shifts in society and the economy, and to find
ways to analyse and manage (as far as possible) the uncertainty that lies outside the organisa-
tion. This last includes being able to keep options open rather than reaching for a decision
prematurely.

These dimensions of political astuteness are interconnected and therefore together may be
considered as a meta-competency, rather than as single dimensions of capability. This research
suggests that a leader needing to manage complex set of interrelationships across organisations
will require skills in each of these dimensions in order to lead with political astuteness. While
personal and interpersonal skills are the foundation of building trust and understanding the needs
and interests of other people and organisations, there is also a need for the skills of building
alliances across those differences and the ability to detect wider changes in the external environ-
ment that may have an impact on plans and objectives.

However, the political astuteness framework emphasises the value of understanding diver-
gent and sometimes competing interests, which brings new insights to understanding the tasks
of leadership. Traditional leadership theory still focuses too much on a unitary view of the
organisation and its partners — that building complete consensus and commitment, and ‘sell-
ing’ the vision to ‘followers’ is what counts as effective leadership. Increasingly, commentators
are raising questions about this small-group view of leadership applied to larger organisations
or to society (e.g. Drath ef al., 2008), where multiple interests exist and where influence may
need to be directed not to followers (who may already be committed) but to the sceptical and
disengaged who are needed to achieve outcomes (Heifetz, 2011). Pluralistic views of leadership
are likely to become more common, and to understand pluralism one needs to have an under-
standing of politics.

Indeed, it is arguable that all leaders, whether in private, public or voluntary sectors, are
likely to be more effective to the extent that they supplement their analytical, organisational
and operational skill sets with a more textured view of the varied interests and stakeholders in
their environments. Academics researching leadership also need to develop theory which more
adequately reflects diverse and pluralistic organizations and societies.

Conclusions

Paying greater attention to politics and to political astuteness in leadership processes is likely to
pay high dividends in the development of leadership theory and empirical research. First, it helps
to create recognition that leadership is often concerned with achieving outcomes in a pluralistic
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context (see Crosby and Bryson, 2005) where conflict and contestation may be central to the
exercise of leadership because interests, goals, values, opinions and attitudes may be diverse and
sometimes may be conflicting. Generic leadership theory has often taken a more unitarist view
of leadership, based on a leader having a ‘compelling vision’ which leads to completely shared
goals and a consensus about action and approach to a task or purpose. However, an alternative
and arguably more compelling perspective recognises the existence of diverse interests which also
means that leadership legitimacy may be fragile and can be lost at any moment. So the action of
leadership to mobilise attention, resources and people to a purpose has to be continually analysed
and if necessary re-won. This is reminiscent of Moore’s (1995, 2013) authorising environment in
his strategic management framework for public managers: that legitimacy and support is dynamic
for a public leader and may change as stakeholders as well as ‘followers’ review their commitment
to the leader. This insight is as relevant to the private as to the public and voluntary sectors.

Politics still needs considerable unpacking analytically in leadership studies. It is surprising
how often studies are either silent about politics in leadership or there is a passing reference
but little analysis. As noted, there is a bias towards viewing politics as illegitimate, self-serving,
dysfunctional or all of these, and this has limited the interest in the role of politics and political
astuteness in leadership studies. However, this is now changing (indeed, there has always been
a quiet undercurrent of interest in politics in organisational and leadership contexts but only
recently has politics become more ‘mainstream’). The growing interest in critically examining
politics and seeing its double-sided nature (potentially both constructive and destructive, and
influenced strongly by attributional processes) has helped to bring politics in leadership more
into the open, for more detailed analysis.

Understanding of the role of politics in leadership means that theorising and researching lead-
ership processes have to pay more attention to reading the context, understanding the motives of’
stakeholders, building alignment and alliances and constructing coalitions (whether temporary
or longer term). This requires a careful and sophisticated ‘reading’ of context and of stakehold-
ers. While context has been noted as a key element of leadership (Alvesson and Sveningsson,
2012; Porter and McLaughlin, 20006), there has perhaps been less attention to how exactly lead-
ers pay attention and what they pay attention to in the environment. It is known that leaders
can get better at ‘reading context’ over time and with relevant experience (Leach et al., 2005;
Hartley ef al., 2015) but there is more research needed to fully understand these processes.

The ‘reading’ of stakeholders is also dynamic and complex. These are generally not the
passive ‘followers’ so frequently assumed in the leadership literature, but they may be exercis-
ing leadership in their own right, with their own constituents or sources of power. Leadership
in some circumstances may be more like ‘herding cats’ than creating orderly and compelling
one-off sensemaking. In a context with higher levels of collaborative governance (Huxham and
Vangen, 2000) there are increasing numbers of situations where leaders must lead beyond their
formal authority (Hartley and Benington, 2010). Again, we need more research to understand
the issues of creating and fostering alignment in a context where there is diversity of interests,
views, values and sensemaking.

Political astuteness is being researched as a key capability of leadership. There is still too
little understanding of these skills. It is possible to learn a great deal from those who practise
political astuteness in their work, whether this is in the formal arenas of democratic politics, in
the work of public managers grappling with complex and ‘wicked’ problems or in the work of
accomplished private sector leaders. Political astuteness is found in all sectors, though leaders
vary in the extent to which they are comfortable with, and wise in their use of, these skills. To
some extent these can be seen as individual skills or capabilities, but they require high levels of
relational and strategic skills which go beyond the idea that leadership is simply an individualistic
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set of traits or behaviours. Working across diverse and sometimes competing interests is a social
process, not just a set of individual skills, requiring close reading, understanding and acting in
the ‘dance’ of leadership processes.
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Great Expectations and Great
Limitations

Walking the Tightrope of Political Leadership
in the Twenty-First Century

Matthew Laing and James Walter

In times of rapid social change such as the present, people look for decisive leaders, with the
capacity to meet contemporary challenges, as a hedge against the uncertainties they face. At the
same time, those unsettled by change can interpret it as a failure of the old order. Thus existing
conventions come into question, giving rise to a paradox: heightened expectations are paired
with cynicism about contemporary institutions, including leadership practices. In this chapter,
we review the nature of this paradox as it is manifest in both popular sentiment towards, and in
contemporary research on, our elected political leaders. Here we consider key developments in
theoretical and pragmatic debates regarding contemporary democratic leadership, with a focus
on the divergence between the public and academic discourses on democratic leadership in the
twenty-first century. We relate these to the tightrope modern leaders must walk if they are to
balance the need to provide decisive executive leadership on the one hand and responsiveness
to the demos on the other. In particular, we explore the contemporary interest in both ‘heroic’
leaders and ‘collaborative’ leaders, to ask how these competing ideals might be reconciled in the
modern democratic context.

We argue that, while the sources of the preoccupation with leadership and the rationale for
‘strong leader’ ideals are understandable, they are bound to lead to disappointment. There are
grounds vigorously to contest the myth of the strong leader (Brown, 2014) and the pessimism
to which it gives rise. Attention to institutional design that constrains individual leader caprice
while encouraging and embedding orchestrators and facilitators into democratic governance is
needed. This could both help leaders manage the leadership tightrope, and ensure the creation
of distributed leadership across coalitions that can actually do something about the challenges
we face.

A striking feature of the twenty-first century thus far has been the emergence of anti-
elitist movements demanding greater democracy and popular freedoms. The Occupy and anti-
Globalisation movements, the Arab Spring, the Tea Party movement, the rise of Euroscepticism
and revolutions in the former Eastern Bloc have definitively put such demands on the agenda,
and have done so frequently by directing ire from both left and right against global and national
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elites and leadership. The dissatisfaction of such social movements with elites seemingly unable
to meet their expectations has been matched by a body of research (discussed below) that
concludes that contemporary leadership is sorely deficient. It lacks the deliberative, collective
and transparent character that is desirable in a modern democracy; there has been an incre-
mental growth in executive control versus representative debate; and power has migrated to
the top as political elites have engaged in global networks that distance them from the people
and interests they are intended to serve (Foley, 2013; Gill, 2011; Gray, 1998; Helms, 2014;
Lipman-Blumen, 2006).

The concerns identified above have also been evident in a surge in the interest in and
teaching of leadership. As Jan Pakulski and Andreas Kordsényi argue, the media and the
public have shifted their attention to our leaders as parties have ceded their former roles of
opinion aggregation and policies have been subsumed by celebrity politics (Pakulski and
Ko6rosényi, 2012). The contemporary ‘personalisation of politics’ arises from the centralisa-
tion of political attention around a narrow band of political elites (McAllister, 2007). It is,
remarked one commentator, ‘as if politics and its leaders have to fill a space left by God and
religion’ (Little, 1988: 2). Perhaps unsurprisingly, this has generated the growth of an industry
in leadership training. Leadership qualifications abound in every field and are oftered by all
types of educational institutions. Despite this explosion of the industry supporting and secking
to convey the qualities of leadership to aspirants, Barbara Kellerman concludes that:

the tireless teaching of leadership has brought us no closer to leadership nirvana than we
were previously . . . we don’t have much better an idea of how to grow good leaders, or of
how to stop or at least slow bad leaders, than we did a hundred or even a thousand years ago.

(Kellerman, 2012: xiv)

Notwithstanding such pessimism, the demand for strong, competent and decisive leaders is seem-
ingly rising in tandem with expectations of openness, networking and greater public participa-
tion in the way government is run. How can political leadership manage this balance? Can
Kellerman’s critique be addressed? How have theorists and analysts of leadership interpreted
the problem? What strategies might reconcile the competing demands on modern democratic
government? And what skills, values and approaches should underpin the coherent and successtul
contemporary politician?

Heroic Leaders: The Search Continues

Few actors in modern political life have the power to engage the public imagination like the
archetypal strong leader (Little, 1988). The myth of the strong leader (Brown, 2014) still influ-
ences our views of leadership and pervades our collective expectations of politics. This is ‘heroic
leadership’ — the sentiment that leaders are central to the rise and fall of nations and the business
of politics. The duality of the powerful, individualistic leader versus a consensual, facilitating
leader is a dichotomy that goes to the very heart of how we understand the relationship between
leadership and history (Edwards and Wayne, 2013: 18-22). But in contemporary Western poli-
ties two further factors have come into play. As the mass parties that once served to organise
and aggregate opinion have declined, issues rather than ideology have determined voter choice
and leaders have come to ‘stand in’ for parties as the signifiers of issue orientation (Pakulski and
Korosényi, 2012: 51-80; Blondel and Thiebault, 2009). Second, with the emergence of the ‘risk
society’ (Beck, 1992), with its associated uncertainties, leaders who can tolerate cognitive com-
plexity are needed, but paradoxically it is the strong leader — who typically eschews complexity
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for unambiguous solutions — who may benefit by appearing to offer cognitive closure and
unequivocal authority as a hedge against uncertainty (Golec de Zavala, 2012).

Defining the boundaries between categories of leadership is an ongoing exercise, but the
long-dominant strong leader stereotype owes much to historical expositions of the heroic prop-
erties of leaders from Machiavelli, Thomas Hobbes and Carl von Clausewitz, as well as the
Weberian concept of charismatic authority — authority that derives from subordinates’ percep-
tions of and devotion to extraordinary qualities in a leader. Although this leadership tradition has
been used in many ways over the subsequent century, it dovetails neatly with Thomas Carlyle’s
famous conjecture that history is the story of ‘great men’, and has fostered the development of’
a tradition in leadership studies of focusing on singular transformational leaders (Burns, 1978;
Bass, 1985). Although transformational leadership may find its realisation in both individualis-
tic leaders and facilitating leaders, the approach serves to strengthen the overall ideal of heroic
leadership, which directs public and elite attention towards singular leaders and the analysis
of their strengths and failures (Meindl ef al., 1985; Yukl, 1999), notwithstanding Burns’s own
criticism that the leadership genre in politics ‘projects heroic leaders against drab, powerless
masses” (Burns, 1978: 3). The transformational leadership model remains one of the most popu-
lar frameworks for analysing and considering the efforts of political leaders, and decades after its
introduction Burns’s work on the subject remains among the best selling in the leadership genre
(Dinh et al., 2014).

Other works, particularly those that enter into psychological analysis (e.g. Little, 1988), have
noted both the dangerous potential and the particular and enduring appeal of the ‘strong’ leader
for followers and voters alike. This builds upon and supplements the traditional image of the
heroic political leader with ‘the kind of myth that promises the earth’ (Little, 1988: 3). The strong
leader tradition advocates a variety of leadership qualities that complement the heroic leader
canon, such as decisiveness, toughness, individualism and conviction (Foley, 2013: 79-80). A
comprehensive and sustained defenestration of ‘the myth of the strong leader’ (Brown, 2014)
has been a necessary but not yet a sufficiently influential intervention to engender an appropri-
ately critical apprehension of strong leadership. Strong, heroic and transformational leadership,
although terms invoked in different bodies of the leadership literature, become somewhat inter-
changeable as highly individual-centric accounts of the role of leadership in public life and the
advancement of the polis. Broadly speaking, these approaches to leadership now fit within the
‘neo-charismatic’ school of leadership theories (see Winkler, 2009).

Arguably, the heroic leader stereotype still continues to manifest most strongly in public
expectations of leadership, notwithstanding an increasing scepticism among academic analysts.
The personalisation of politics (discussed further below) appears to have been a decisive factor
in engendering the popular renaissance of Carlyle’s proposition about how history is made,
though the tendency is more pronounced in the majoritarian than in the consensus democra-
cies (see Boumans et al., 2013). What crude measures exist to measure public sentiment towards
leadership point towards a lionisation of leaders, particularly those considered to have ‘strong’
characteristics. In the United Kingdom, for example, the 100 Greatest Britons, a popular public
poll and television programme inviting the public to rank their nation’s historical heroes, saw
stereotypical ‘strong’ leaders — Winston Churchill, David Lloyd-George and Margaret Thatcher —
the highest ranked of the prime ministers. Academic ranking exercises have produced simi-
lar results, with Clement Attlee the only consensus-style leader routinely to join the other
three in topping the polls (Theakston and Gill, 2005). The United States public is similarly
enamoured of heroic leaders, with presidents conforming to the strong leader mould, such as
Franklin Roosevelt, Theodore Roosevelt, George Washington, Andrew Jackson and Ronald
Reagan, tending to dominate annual ranking exercises (C-SPAN, 2009; Siena College, 2010;
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USPC, 2011). Public and expert polls in other countries routinely produce similar results and
celebrate strong leaders in the traditional sense, from Indira Gandhi as the greatest prime min-
ister of India (BBC, 1999; India Today, 2001) to Charles De Gaulle as the greatest president of’
France (Le Nouvel Observateur, 2009). Put simply, prime ministers and presidents conforming
to the traditional conception of the strong and heroic leader continue to wield significant pull
over public sentiment and often align most closely to the realisation of public expectations of’
political leadership. Polling routinely reveals ‘strong’ and ‘decisive’ as amongst the most desir-
able, if not the most desirable, traits that political leaders should possess (Gallup, 2007, 2009).
Accordingly, the lexicon and style of the strong leader continues to receive a great deal of air-
play in modern politics, from the ‘Iron Chancellor’ Angela Merkel in Germany (The Economist,
2011a) to the caricature of Vladimir Putin as the rugged saviour of Russia.

The popularity of biography — a genre regarded with scepticism by political scientists (Walter,
2014) — is another indicator of public sentiment. A review of Amazon’s top-selling books on
political and public leadership in recent years suggests that most adhere to the framework of
heroic leadership. Biographies of strong leaders abound, such as Deng Xiaoping (Vogel, 2011),
Richard Nixon (Ambrose, 2014), Winston Churchill (Johnson, 2014; Smith, 2014), Margaret
Thatcher (Shephard, 2013), Lee Kuan Yew (Yew, 2014) and Vladimir Putin (Hill and Gaddy,
2012). Even when authoritarianism and dictatorship in the context of modern leadership is the
subject (e.g. Lipman-Blumen, 2006; Bueno de Mesquita and Smith, 2011), and the question is
what can we learn from ‘bad leadership’, this still dovetails with the penchant for emphasising
the role and importance of domineering individuals in public life. The case is much the same
with general volumes of leadership advice concentrating on the pursuit of that elusive quality of
‘greatness’ (e.g. Isaacson, 2010) — here again the ‘great’ leaders in question are generally those
who conform closely to the strong leader stereotype.

Upon closer examination of this public sentiment, scholars have found no shortage of rea-
sons to explain why, despite the increasingly democratic, inclusive and globalised nature of pol-
itics, the public still looks to the strong leader. The ‘age of fracture’ (Rodgers, 2011), in which
the public and elites have witnessed declining predictability and control over political and social
processes as the world becomes smaller and more interconnected, has given rise to changes in
the political order and a renewed emphasis on strong leaders and leader-centric government —
the solution to uncertainty is decisive action (Pakulski and Korosényi, 2012). The resort to spe-
cialist advice in the face of the challenges of globalisation has introduced a form of ‘knowledge
politics” common to political elites but from which the electorate is excluded: the leader must
serve as the conduit between the decisions that have to be made (Thatcher famously proclaimed
of her regime’s decisions, ‘there is no alternative’) and public support. These and accompanying
developments have placed leadership at the very heart of public life.

One of the most widely discussed forms of impetus, as mentioned earlier, has been the per-
sonalisation of politics, ‘a process in which the political weight of the individual actor in the
political process increases over time, while the centrality of the political group (i.e. political
party) declines’ (Rahat and Shaefer, 2007: 65). Studies across jurisdictions and scenarios have
repeatedly observed this phenomenon, giving rise to the contention that increasingly elections
and policy battles are won and lost on the backs of their leaders and advocates rather than on
broader social or political debates (Blondel and Thiebault, 2009; Garzia, 2011, 2014). By its very
nature, the personalisation of politics draws us back towards the ‘great men’ (and now women)
sentiment and focuses our attention more narrowly on leaders and their individual characteristics
rather than leaders in their broader historical, social and political contexts.

Although this transformation of leader—party—electorate relations was recognised in earnest in
the 1980s and 1990s (Wattenberg, 1991), subsequent analyses have noted the trend continuing
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and amplifying over recent decades. One of the key driving factors identified is the nature
of contemporary media coverage of politics: personalisation of politics has been impelled by
the shift in focus of the media from campaigns to candidates, policies to personalities, which
has played a large part in the transformation we have identified and the increasing centrality
of leadership (McAllister, 2007; Campus, 2010; Balmas and Sheafer, 2013; Aarts et al., 2013:
21-30). The media’s role is no less influential when it comes to reinforcing typified images of
leaders in the public imagination. Mauro Barisione identifies four typical images projected onto
public leaders by the media — the ‘strong leader’, the ‘everyman’, the ‘outsider’ and the ‘post-
ideological’ — all of which implicitly reinforce either the heroic or the individualist dimensions of
political leadership (Barisione, 2009). These developments have contributed to the emphasis in
contemporary political leadership on the creation and maintenance of a leadership brand (Just and
Crigler, 2000; Littlefield and Quenette, 2007; Scammell, 2007). In turn, that conscious brand
creation by political leaders falls back on strong leadership tropes that have persisted for millennia,
from heroic images of the leader in warzones and in times of crisis to dramatic posturing against
alleged enemies, both internal and external.

In summary, comparative analysis of political leadership across democracies reveals contin-
gent and institutional reasons behind the elevation of leadership expectations. Globalisation,
some argue, has generated more complex problems, demanding specialist knowledge (beyond
the ken of the electorate) and urgent attention: does the leader, driven to act and the possessor
of privileged knowledge, have time to consult and explain, or must he or she simply decide
(Rost and Smith, 1992; cf. Luttwak, 1998)? In conjunction, in Western polities, as we have
noted, the hollowing out of parties, attrition of the party membership base and professionalisa-
tion of party organisation (now focused on ‘the brand’) along with changes in media practice
have been significant institutional drivers in elevating leaders. Further, several indexes measur-
ing executive power and legislature power, when stratified according to the relative age of the
democratic structures, demonstrate consistently that newer democratic systems have tended to
adopt presidential or semi-presidential structures, and that within these presidents and execu-
tive leaders have assumed a greater share of power than in long-established democracies, effec-
tively reinforcing the trend towards personalisation of politics and political parties in emerging
democracies (Samuels and Shugart, 2010).

All of these measures, when taken together, point towards a general electorate that is not
only inclined, but also encouraged, towards the heroic leadership and the great-man canon, at
least insofar as politics and public life is concerned. In rating our political leaders, commenting
on our political leaders and studying to become or to better understand political leaders, we
continue to abide by the notion that strong, individualistic leaders with the traits of greatness
and decision hold the key to success in public life and national salvation. Furthermore, the
social structures of our society are increasingly focused on leaders as the defining elements of
day-to-day politics, and prevailing media images have a tendency to reinforce the need for
leaders to brand themselves in the tradition of strong leadership.

And yet all is not well: there is a disjunction between what has come to be the expected
leadership repertoire, and perceptions of leaders in action. The most recent report of the Davos
World Economic Forum identifying the ten major challenges facing the global community
listed as number three a ‘crisis of leadership’ — a lack of direction, energy, initiative and effi-
cacy on the part of the political class. In a global survey of attitudes towards leadership, no less
than 86 per cent of respondents agreed with the assessment that their community, nation or
region was facing a crisis of leadership. Tellingly there was no significant variation in responses
across regions, with respondents in North America equally despondent as respondents in Sub-
Saharan Africa (Shahid, 2014). The latest Edelman Barometer of Trust tells a similar story.
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Its survey of 33,000 respondents noted that trust in government and political leadership is at
the lowest point since the survey’s inception, with more than 70 per cent of countries surveyed
expressing net distrust in their leaders and governments (Edelman Insights, 2015). Professional
commentators across the globe routinely decry a lack of leadership, whether as a general trend of
domestic politics (The Guardian, 2010; The Economist, 2011b; Westen, 2011; Daily Mail, 2013)
or in relation to specific issues such as climate change and the global economy (Council on
Foreign Relations, 2013; The Independent, 2013). Even beyond narratives of national leadership,
on the global stage we seem to be facing a plethora of crises with a global reach and yet a dearth
of compelling and trusted leaders to handle them (see Gill, 2011).

Countervailing Tendencies: The Evolution of Leadership Thinking

A quantitative review of leadership research speaks not only to the diversity of the field and the
disparate array of conceptual frameworks within which such research is now being conducted,
but also to the increasing weight of inquiry into alternative approaches that depart from the
more traditional individualistic and charismatic emphases. (For an excellent quantitative table
summarising the literature, see Dinh ef al., 2014.) Though we cannot summarise the extensive
field of leadership theory, we draw out here some of the recurring tensions, contradictions and
disagreements between various popular leadership schools with respect to the normative roles
and practical consequences of political leadership within democracies. We contend that many of’
the emerging and newly popular threads of leadership theory diverge from the ‘neo-charismatic’
tradition, and instead present an increasingly collaborative ideal of leadership that sharply departs
from the conventions of heroic leadership.

Scholarly analysis of leadership is attentive to the disjunction between expectations and per-
formance. Despite our continuing leadership fetishism, as Michael Foley remarks on the state of
contemporary political leadership:

far from the pantheon of heroic leaders . . . most liberal democracies are characterised by
a landscape of frustrated leaders and broken leaderships . . . The passage of political time
can almost be marked by the regular cycle of unlikely ascents followed by the normal anti-
climax of deep descents with ex-leaders complaining about precarious support bases, capri-
cious publics, and the limits of politics.

(Foley, 2013: 16)

The appearance of continued faith and interest in heroic leaders is misleading: the twenty-
first century has been notably tumultuous for political leadership and has put domineering
leadership on notice. Across the developed world, a spate of revolutions has unseated leader-
centric regimes, from the Arab Spring in the Middle East, to democratic protest movements
in Thailand, Turkey, former nations of the Soviet Union and across Africa. In the developed
world too, ire has been directed against political elites, and movements of both left and right,
such as the Tea Party, Occupy Wall Street and anti-Globalisation, have taken specific aim at
world leaders and the leader class. Yet the legacy of these movements has oft been schizo-
phrenic. In Egypt, the revolution that removed virtual autocrat Hosni Mubarak convulsed
through a democratically elected ideologue in Muhammad Morsi, before returning to a heroic
‘saviour’ of the nation in the form of military strongman Abdel Fattah el-Sisi. As Stephen
Medvic postulates, the public obsession with leaders and the heroic mythology of their capaci-
ties has given rise to the ‘expectations trap’ in modern politics, where a series of paradoxical
expectations have become particularly pronounced. We expect our leaders to be exceptionally
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talented and yet have the common touch. They must be pragmatic achievers and yet uncom-
promisingly principled and honest. They must be decisive and yet also be consultative and
democratic (Medvic, 2013: 9-20). Thus as attention to leaders has continued and amplified
throughout the twenty-first century, so too have rival expectations about the quality of democ-
racy, ethical scrutiny and the valence issues of leadership arisen.

If there are contradictory expectations of leadership in the public arena, the problem seems to
be very much amplified in the context of democratic theory. Despite a large and healthy indus-
try dedicated to studying leadership, and a public intensely interested in it, for political scientists
interested in democracy the role of leaders continues to be problematic. The wielding of power
and influence by a single individual frequently clashes with contemporary visions of collective
democratic deliberation. As Kenneth Ruscio puts it, the dilemma comes down to ‘the inescap-
able need for leadership of some sort, if only for the pragmatic reason of organising a collective
effort, and the unavoidable way in which leadership threatens the highest values of democracy’
(Ruscio, 2004: 3). The more leaders in democracies are scrutinised from a broad standpoint, the
more complex and fraught their position becomes, inducing ever greater eftorts to find the nec-
essary conceptual compromises to resolve the individual—collective dilemma (Kane and Patapan,
2012: 10-29; also Hendriks and Karsten, 2014).

One body of academic opinion, alert to the decay of traditional parties, the rise of issue-
rather than class-based politics and the influence of ‘mediatisation’ (Hjarvard, 2008) accepts
what is described as ‘leader-centric democracy’ and focuses on how we might live with it
(Pakulski and Korosényi, 2012). A contradictory trend, both within leadership studies and the
practice of democratic theory, directs attention away from the heroic conception of leadership,
not only by demonstrating its perils (Brown, 2014), but also by showing it to be inadequately
attuned to social reality. The complexity of global, network society (Castells, 2010), it is argued,
demands leadership models starkly contrasting with the strong leader, and a shift of focus from
leaders themselves to the broader contexts in which they operate (see Avolio et al., 2009).
Effective leaders are represented in this debate as ‘facilitators’, ‘networkers’, ‘adjudicators’ or
‘convenors’. The supposition — central to complexity theory analyses of leadership — is that no
one individual can deal with the multiple challenges of the ‘wicked’ policy problems (Head and
Alford, 2015) that bedevil contemporary society: the leadership task is rather to orchestrate the
diverse contributors who can, together, do something about them.

Those arguing for leaders as facilitators and consensus builders suggest that the problem of
the strong leader is not simply that of narcissism, premature cognitive closure in the face of
complexity, or (potential) megalomania. It goes beyond that: in the context of networks and
dispersal of power in contemporary democracy, the heroic leader is a liability who will fail to
create coalitions of action strong enough or popular enough to create change. Since leadership
is dispersed across networks, public leadership (opinion aggregation leading to action) has to be
essentially collective: it emanates from many points, from politicians, to community activists,
to CEO:s to celebrities (Uhr, 2008; Kane ef al., 2009). Given this, leaders must necessarily be
conciliators and co-operators to coordinate outcomes across these networks. This is the world
of network governance, in which no individual can forge outcomes alone, where collabora-
tion and consensus become the hallmarks of successful leadership in government (Klijn, 2014:
405-9), and where the structure of modern democratic institutions may not tolerate strong and
heroic leaders for any length of time (Kellerman and Webster, 2001: 487-8).

This paradox then emerges: democratic electorates seem ever more beholden to the promise
of the heroic leader and yet political institutions cannot accept them. For example, in Australia,
two prime ministers of recent years have fallen victim to this state of affairs. Despite coming
into power through electoral campaigns that were explicitly focused on electing a leader rather
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than electing a party, both Kevin Rudd and Tony Abbott — each of whom presented as strong
leaders — soon suffered intense criticism for their lack of consultation and collaboration with
colleagues, with both ultimately losing their jobs in party-room coups. And yet arguably, start-
ing from the opposite end of the spectrum has produced results no more successful. Barack
Obama famously pitched himself as collaborative and bipartisan, and put his money where his
mouth was in attempting extensively to negotiate and consult with the Republican Party over
his landmark objectives, such as the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act. Yet opponents
would not play, and criticism over his consultative style and the perceived failure to deliver on
core promises led to a marked change in style. Thus the president’s heroic individualism came
to the fore, culminating with a flurry of executive decisions in 2013 and 2014 in areas such as
the environment and immigration that bypassed Congress altogether. This seems an apposite
exemplification of the problem facing contemporary leaders: Obama was open to consultation,
negotiation and complexity, yet in the context of increasing polarisation and incivility (Shea and
Sproveri, 2012) this was at odds with the decisive, cut-through action expected.

Another take on the public’s fixation on heroic leaders, and the academic critique of the
field, is the romance of leadership perspective, which takes a critical view of why the public and
elites alike are so prone to attributing the successes and failures of organisations and govern-
ments to individual leaders (Meindl ef al., 1985). This perspective has given rise to follower-
centric approaches, which look instead at the complex needs of followers, how these are satisfied
by leaders and how perceptions and constructions of leadership roles are learned and spread
amongst followers (Little, 1985). Recent research in social psychology has even more forcefully
disputed individualistic emphases by stressing the primary importance of social identity factors
in explaining follower attachment to leaders (e.g. Haslam et al., 2010).

The cult of the great leader is also challenged by analyses of the ethical dimensions of lead-
ership. An image of leadership that runs counter to our strong leader trope is the exemplar of
the ‘servant leader’, first espoused by Robert Greenleaf in the 1970s but increasingly popular
in academic and public discourse of the past two decades. Servant leadership rests on the tenets
of empowering people, providing direction, stewardship, interpersonal acceptance, authentic-
ity and humility. Servant leaders seek first to empower their followers to grow and ultimately
to govern themselves (Van Dierendonck, 2011: 1231—4). The model of the servant leader is
joined by many emphasising similar principles, such as authentic leadership (Avolio and Gardner,
2005), ethical leadership (Brown et al., 2005; Ciulla, 2014) and self-sacrificing leadership (De Cremer
and van Knippenberg, 2004). The concern of all these theories, increasingly popular in both
the academic and public domain, is with the ethical and values dimensions of leadership, which
are the heart of inspiring trust and empowerment in followership. Indeed, many aspects of
the ethical leadership canon directly criticise the tradition of charismatic and heroic leadership
(Solomon, 2014: 104-26; also Keeley, 2014), again bringing into question the wisdom of a
focus on individual leaders at the expense of the needs and rights of followers.

In professional contexts such as business and management, the popularity of authentic
and ethical leaders as role models for strategic leadership success has surged (e.g. Pearce,
2013; Schoemaker, 2014). More broadly, international recognition and praise has, in recent
decades, fallen particularly on leaders espousing this particular role. The Elders, a prominent
group of international elder statesmen involved in brokering solutions to international con-
flicts, consists of leaders who have been defined in the public eye as ethical, authentic and
collaborative — Nelson Mandela, Kofi Annan, Gro Harlem Brundtland and Martti Ahtisaari
to name a few. One such group member, Jimmy Carter, was roundly unpopular during his
own term as president and routinely characterised as weak and vacillating, yet shifts in leader-
ship attitudes some decades later have seen his leadership style come into vogue. Indeed, the
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rehabilitation of Jimmy Carter’s leadership reputation has itself been observed and studied
over the past two decades (Rozell, 1993). Some leaders who seemed representative of the
ethical and authentic leadership model, such as Vaclav Havel and Lech Walesa, have mixed
legacies in more mundane leadership contexts: they failed to connect with their own elector-
ates during their terms of office.

Leadership is under constant scrutiny from democratic theorists in ways that are often inimi-
cal to the assertion of heroic leadership roles. Take, for instance, the debate on monitory democ-
racy (Keane, 2009) in which civil society structures are said to have proliferated and, in concert
with the intense personalisation of politics, have created a maelstrom in which leaders are
constantly subjected to checks and balances. Others have joined this chorus: scholars have
taken to placing much greater scrutiny on why leaders fail to live up to expectations, and how
followers and observers can be more vigilant in detecting and calling it out. In consequence,
an increasingly popular stream of leadership thought has been the attention to ‘bad’ or ‘toxic’
leadership — a popular subject in both biographies and academic contributions in recent decades
(e.g. Kellerman, 2004; Lipman-Blumen, 2006; Helms, 2014).

Normatively and prescriptively, democratic theories have posited solutions to contemporary
leadership paradoxes by advocating increased citizen participation and further diminution of the
role of leaders. Deliberative democracy, one of the most prominent and well-known move-
ments in democratic theory, prescribes a very much circumscribed (though seldom discussed)
role for leaders, generally pushing such considerations into the background while bringing
genuine citizen participation to the fore as an alternative method of resolving political conflict
and creating decision-making structures (Dryzek, 2000; Gutmann and Thompson, 2009). As
the deliberative democratic movement moves onto its ‘third phase’ of directing its attention
to how deliberative democracy can be implemented on a systemic scale (e.g. Parkinson and
Mansbridge, 2013), the legitimacy and place of leaders and leadership itself seem to be on ever
shakier ground: heroic leaders are almost completely out of place in such conceptions.

Other prescriptive frameworks, such as that of civic leadership, dismiss the precepts of tradi-
tional heroic leadership. Civic leadership attempts to break the dyad of authority and leadership,
choosing to focus much more closely on inclusive and democratic structures of decision making
and citizen interaction that resolve the tensions inherent in democracy and leadership by making
the latter a function that enables and augments the former, rather than a coercive or power-
based element (Couto, 2014: 352-8). Indeed, there are many supporting voices that wish to
decouple leadership from power and authority as a fundamental first step to resolving normative
issues with leadership in a democratic society (Tucker, 1995: 67-76; Heifetz, 2007: 32—41).

Between a Rock and a Hard Place: Modern Democratic Leadership

What we are left with is an unresolved tug-of-war between divergent public and academic
discourses on democratic leadership. They are rife with complex contradictions. On one side,
much of the public and many commentators outside the world of political science seem to be
intensifying their focus on the heroic leader as the salve to the world’s ills, despite expectations
constantly being disappointed and distrust in leaders ever increasing. Yet on the other, much of
the research and science of leadership vigorously contests this tradition, and some of it rejects
it altogether, arguing instead for new models of network leadership as integral to good demo-
cratic stewardship. This tug-of-war abounds with real world examples. We have seen Obama
snared by the inability to pursue his preferred approach and retreating to the default position of’
executive action. The leadership of the European Union after the creation of new leadership
posts by the Treaty of Lisbon is another proving ground of this problem. On the one hand,
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the selection of Herman Van Rompuy as president was a clear nod to a background of concili-
ation, negotiation and facilitation that fits with many of the prevailing academic prescriptions
for such a position and indeed was supported by many in formal analysis (Van Assche, 2009;
Maythorne and Petersen, 2010; also Puetter, 2014: 111-33). And yet Rompuy was readily
characterised by the European public and media as weak and ineffective, was lampooned by
commentators seeing the choice as emblematic of a weak European Union, and was circum-
vented in many key respects by a continuing domination of EU politics by a cluster of ‘strong’
national leaders (such as Nicholas Sarkozy and Angela Merkel) who presented narrower but far
stronger conceptions of European politics that much more readily met with public acceptance
(The Economist, 2009; Kaczynski, 2011: 201; Eyes on Europe, 2014).

How do modern leaders resolve this inherent tension over the differing elite and public
expectations placed upon their role? And how might institutions counter leadership caprice?

In Good Democratic Leadership, John Kane and Haig Patapan recognise not only the relative
lack of exploration of what good leadership is in a contemporary democratic context, but also
the significant constraints and conflicting expectations that democratic leaders are expected
to address (Kane and Patapan, 2014: 1-7). Thad Williamson, in that same volume, studies
three varied examples of mayoral leadership in Richmond, Virginia, and finds the fundamental
paradox of democratic leadership to be even more problematic — a mayor adhering closely to
democratic norms and facilitative leadership lacked the authority and control to deal with deep
structural problems, while a mayor in the traditional heroic mould who tackled issues forcefully
soon felt a backlash from stakeholders and was drawn into a political quagmire (Williamson,
2014: 32-50). At stake are not just the symbolism of power in leadership, but the very ques-
tion of how democratic leaders can be effective and get things done when both heroism and
consensus are problematic as leadership watchwords.

One resolution is a careful execution of modern leadership theatre, as modern democratic
authority increasingly requires acting like a leader rather than acting as a leader. As Thomas Dumm
argues, leadership authority in the public domain is increasingly a product of received images
and popular culture, and acting to the script of being a heroic leader has now become a key
aspect of democratic leadership that the public expects (Dumm, 1999: 143-5). This is the ‘drama
democracy’, in which a political leader must assume the leading role in staged performances to
capture the public’s heart (Fischer, 2003: 58-9; Klijn, 2014: 411-12). Such performances must
appear to be authentic, yet somehow executed without alienating the broad networks of other
actors critical to leading a functional government in a complex multi-stakeholder environment
(Klijn, 2014: 412—-13). Or alternatively, the leader must be so successful on the front-stage as
to cow potential opponents backstage. For a compelling instance of this type of leadership, one
can look to Ronald Reagan, whose media-friendly embodiment of the heroic leader, bolstered
by an acting background, has spawned a small industry studying Reagan’s perfection of the nar-
rative of politics and cutting through the contemporary political quagmire without alienating
necessary political and public allies in the process (e.g. Stuckey, 1990; Hanska, 2012). In other
words, the solution is not to fight the problem of the personalisation and mediatisation of demo-
cratic politics but to embrace and play to it, maintaining a fidelity to heroic leadership images
without necessarily embodying them in the endeavours of government. This is to recognise that
the work of policy deliberation — the work of orchestrating across networks all those whose
contributions are essential to robust decisions — is quite distinct from the rhetorical performance
of leadership. Of course, as argued in The Myth of the Strong Leader, to believe in and act through
those images encourages the temptation that is the ultimate downfall of many a heroic leader:
‘The leader’s advertised strength is often an artifice or illusion” (Brown, 2014: 3) and the most
successful leaders are those who can play up to the myth of the heroic leader without becoming
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deluded by it. Brown offers the prominent example of Harry S. Truman as the epitome of the
successful resolution of the dilemma, playing the strong-man in public and proudly proclaim-
ing ‘the buck stops here’, yet behind the scenes in his administration acting as the consummate
delegator and collegial leader (Brown, 2014).

Yet rhetoric must be accompanied by delivery: promises of decisive action made must be
promises kept. Authenticity and eftectiveness must quickly accompany heroic rhetoric in order
for the stratagem to have impact with the public. Indeed, this is the chief danger for leaders
believing in their own rhetoric. Australia’s Tony Abbott, whose personal performance of lead-
ership incorporated strong rhetoric and heroic platitudes, soon found himself unpopular with
the public because unequivocal promises could not be honoured, but also within government
because colleagues and key stakeholders were disheartened by his frequent invocation of per-
sonal prerogatives and a lack of consultation. It culminated in an initial backbench revolt just
over a year into his premiership and final loss of the leadership within two years. The leader who
can foreshadow decisions, not only from conviction, but also because he or she understands
distributed leadership and has already thought through action and enlisted (or knows how to
engage) the support of those disparate others needed to bring matters to fruition might both
satisfy public expectations and deliver the outcomes that maintain trust. Even though one can
think of such examples — on Doris Kearns-Goodwin’s account, Abraham Lincoln was one such
(Kearns-Goodwin, 2009) — the widespread, cross-national indications of distrust, indeed crises
of leadership, noted earlier suggest that such leaders are very rare.

Might the problem be counter-acted by screening to exclude troublesome leadership types,
increasing the probability of those with Lincoln-style attributes? The long history of trying
to identify and encourage ‘the democratic personality’ (Almond and Verba, 1963; Lasswell,
1951) does not give cause for optimism — much indicates that those driven by ‘power chances’
(Lasswell, 1948) continue to predominate in leader roles. Even studies of leaders with largely
positive characteristics — Barber’s ‘active-positive’ category, for instance (Barber, 1972) —
indicate that they may generate problems, usually by over-rating their capacities and over-
reaching. Nevertheless, some political parties themselves have lately turned to psychologists and
organisational analysts to develop measures to vet candidates for the ‘right qualities’ (Silvester,
2012), evaluating ‘social skills’ and even proposing leaders undertake 360° feedback surveys
(Bull, 2012). For all their worthy intentions, such approaches idealise and homogenise politi-
cal types, ignoring context and taking too little account of the very different roles a politician
might play: as thinker, administrator, fixer, constituency advocate, warrior, conciliator, nego-
tiator, power broker. They seem oblivious to circumstances where a particular personality
whom one could never imagine satisfying their performance indicators (let alone taking 360°
surveys seriously) might be absolutely appropriate. Would the narcissism of some of the great
‘active-positive’ leaders (e.g. F. D. Roosevelt) rule them out? What about the archetypal ‘strong
leader’, Winston Churchill, reckless, dangerous and politically suspect in the interwar period,
an indifferent prime minister after the war, but precisely the right leader in a crisis?

Rather, then, than waiting for another Lincoln, we should acknowledge the likely frailty of
individuals and work towards institutional practices that can constrain excess or caprice and that
might encourage the sort of distributed network leadership that seems most appropriate to the
challenges of contemporary society. Institutionalising processes of deliberative democracy in pol-
icy determination would be one move in this direction (Dryzek, 2000), ensuring that consensus
on key issues is negotiated rather than being asserted by a domineering leader. Voting systems,
too, have their effects: majoritarian democracies (such as the US, the UK, Canada, Australia) are
notably more prone to return ‘strong’ leaders than are the Scandinavian consensus democracies
where successful leaders are, perforce, coalition builders (Boumans ef al., 2013). More rigorous
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attention might be paid to what John Uhr called ‘the lattice of leadership’ — leadership diftused
across institutional spheres, but constrained to work collectively for the common good, with each
élite challenged to do its best by being held to account by leaders in another sphere (Uhr, 2005).
Transparent codes of accountability and regulation should ensure that when one element, typi-
cally executive government, becomes too dominant, stakeholders will be aware that the ethical
constraint of the lattice is under threat and act to demand restoration of its integrity. This leads
on to the extensive research on governance, another growth industry, one purpose of which
is also to ensure the exercise of leadership within proper bounds and one stream within which
has emphasised ‘self-organising inter-organisational networks’ characterised by trust and mutual
adjustment (Rhodes, 1996). There will be patterns of behaviour and agreed operational codes —
much governance research is concerned with identifying these and assessing their efficacy. But
no one element among these autonomous but interdependent organisations (even government,
or its leader) will dominate, since all need to ‘exchange resources (for example, money, informa-
tion, expertise) to achieve their objectives, to maximise their influence over outcomes, and to
avoid becoming dependent on other players in the game’ (Rhodes, 1996: 658). The effective
actor in this context is bound, then, to play a facilitative role.

The point of briefly rendering these institutional options (some of which would be seen
by their proponents as in a different domain to that of leadership) is simply to draw out their
congruence. All make reference to networks (rather than individuals), to coalition building
(rather than tribal discipline), to trust and mutual adjustment (rather than competitive strength),
to facilitation (rather than direction), to negotiated outcomes (rather than command and con-
trol). They resolve the problem of democratic leadership by reminding us that the most serious
challenges must be addressed collectively: the swift decision on a complex problem will almost
certainly be wrong; such issues will demand the application of many minds and disparate skills;
the successful leader will excel at orchestration.

The greatest challenge lies however in creating institutional structures that support and
encourage orchestration, and yet allow for the public desire for acts of leadership heroism to be
fulfilled, and indeed for exceptional individuals in times of crisis (think, again, of Lincoln and
Churchill in times of war). It was the Anti-Federalists opposed to the US Constitution who
foresaw in the 1780s that even a president, theoretically constrained by checks and institutional-
ised power sharing, would nonetheless eclipse the technically more powerful Congress in time,
as the public would always demand a leader to personify and act as the focus of government. As
we have shown, there is no sign such public desires are diminishing. Even in the Netherlands,
home of the consensus-driven ‘polder model’ of democratic government, increasingly leaders
are perceived more positively, and as more important, than their respective parties (Andeweg
and Irwin, 2014: 133-5), and populist ‘strong’ leaders (e.g. Pim Fortuyn and Geert Wilders)
have reaped significant electoral gains in the last decade as agent provocateurs, manifestly reject-
ing the system. Finding the delicate balance between institutional design that encourages and
embeds orchestrators and facilitators into democratic governance and the public demand for
leadership heroism, political individualism, and a focus of government, remains one of the great
challenges for twenty-first-century political science.
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Co-leadership

Contexts, Configurations and Conditions’

Emilie Gibeau, Wendy Reid and Ann Langley

The idea of co-leadership — that two people might successfully share an organizational leadership
role on an equal footing — has been received skeptically by management scholars from Henri
Fayol (1949) to Edwin Locke (2003), and also by the popular press, as evidenced in recent
blog titles such as “With co-CEOs, companies flirt with disaster” (Zillman, 2014) and “The
co-CEO model is officially dead” (Frisch, 2012). Skeptics cite the potential for confusion, con-
flict, ambiguity and lack of accountability as reasons why such an arrangement is likely to fail.
Yet, co-leadership is nevertheless alive and well. It is quite frequent in certain sectors (e.g., the
arts, health care) and there have been several co-CEO pairs at the summit of high-profile busi-
ness firms (e.g., Google, Goldman-Sachs, Deutsche Bank, and Whole Foods) who have man-
aged to sustain collaboration over many years even though, at some point, these arrangements
may eventually dissolve, or break down (but single CEOs leave too).

Scholars have recently become more interested in plural forms of leadership (Denis et al.,
2012) where more than one individual contributes in some way to leadership tasks. Terms such
as “shared leadership” (Pearce and Conger, 2002), “distributed leadership” (Gronn, 2002) and
“collective leadership” (Denis et al., 2001) have emerged to describe variants of this phenom-
enon. In this chapter, we will focus on a very specific type of plural leadership in which two
people act jointly as leaders for others lower in the organizational hierarchy, pooling leadership
tasks that are more usually attributed to a single person (Denis et al., 2012). This co-leadership
form is particularly interesting both because it is quite common, and because of its particularities.
Certain authors have discussed “pooled leadership” configurations at the top in which two or
three leaders share the top job (Alvarez and Svejenova, 2002; Hodgson et al., 1965). However,
co-leadership dyads arguably have certain characteristics that are different from triads. When
three people form a leadership group together, there is always the possibility of majority decision
in case of disagreements. When there are only two, this possibility is missing, suggesting a more
egalitarian mode of functioning. Note that, in this chapter, we do not consider contexts where
one member can fire the other even though some authors apply the term “co-leadership” to such
situations, notably in relation to CEO-COO pairs (Heenan and Bennis, 1999). Clearly, there is
more interest in exploring the issues and challenges associated with co-leadership arrangements
involving at least nominally equal partnerships. We include here co-CEO arrangements, as well
as co-leadership pairs that may operate below the strategic apex.
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To explore the co-leadership phenomenon, we first draw on the literature to review the
contexts in which co-leadership appears to be most prevalent, in an attempt to understand what
drives organizations to consider this form despite some of its apparent disadvantages indicated
above. Second, we explore the particular configurations that co-leadership may take in terms of’
division of roles and responsibilities. Third, we consider the conditions for success, examining suc-
cessively individual, relational, organizational and institutional factors. Finally, we draw atten-
tion to important opportunities for further research on this phenomenon. Our overall purpose
is to draw together and synthesize the rather eclectic and disparate body of work dealing with
co-leadership, to better understand what is known and what is not known, and to establish a
basis to move forward.

Contexts for Co-leadership

The literature tends to suggest that co-leadership arrangements are especially prevalent and suit-
able in four types of contexts: pluralistic settings, large and complex corporations, transitioning
organizations and family businesses. They may also occur in a variety of other settings, often
driven by ideological concerns related to democracy and sharing, although precise data on
prevalence is hard to come by.

Bridging Competing Logics in Pluralistic Settings

Pluralistic settings are characterized by the coexistence of multiple institutional demands or log-
ics. Institutional logics refer to “the socially constructed, historical pattern of material practices,
assumptions, values, beliefs, and rules by which individuals produce and reproduce their material
subsistence, organize time and space, and provide meaning to their social reality” (Ocasio and
Thornton, 1999: 804). When logics compete and tensions result, co-leadership can be seen as a
strategy to facilitate coexistence, to ensure that the logics are represented in strategic debates and to
mobilize different groups toward overarching objectives (Fjellvaer, 2010). Creative organizations,
healthcare organizations, professional service firms as well as organizations in the education and
media sectors constitute pluralistic settings. Note that most of these settings involve professionals.

Fjellvaer (2010) described in particular how co-leadership can allow organizations in these
sectors to cope with multiple logics. For her study, she drew on a sample of 27 pluralistic
organizations in Norway of which she found that 13 had official dual leadership structures. For
example, in creative organizations such as theaters, orchestras and museums, the author identi-
fied the tension between artistic excellence and commercial success as underlying the need for
co-leadership. The combination of an artistic director promoting artistic expression and an
executive director concerned with financial viability can enable each to focus on their areas of
expertise, allowing the simultaneous pursuit of different objectives (Bhansing et al., 2012; Reid,
2015; Reid and Karambayya, 2009; Antrobus, 2009). This kind of structure is widely discussed
and fairly common in these sectors. For example, a quick survey by one of the authors con-
firmed that six out of seven ballet companies in Canada had formal co-leadership structures, as
did almost all symphony orchestras. Moreover, an informant at the Professional Association of’
Canadian Theatre indicated that their membership is predominantly characterized by dual lead-
ership. The structure may be less prevalent in other subsectors of the arts, or in other countries.
However, in the Netherlands, Bhansing et al. (2012: 528) found that, of 84 members of the
Dutch Association of Performing Stage Art, “69 (82 percent) had a dual leadership structure that
was clearly divided along artistic and business goals,” suggesting that, at least in the performing
arts, the form is far from rare.

226



Co-leadership

In hospitals, co-leadership arrangements are sometimes used as a strategy to deal with the
tensions between mission (patient care) and managerial logics (Fjellvaer, 2010; Steinert et al.,
2006). Exploring the case of the Sunnybrook Hospital, MacTavish and Norton (1995) explained
how co-leadership arrangements allowed medical professionals to lead major re-engineering
efforts while continuing their clinical practice. We observe multiple references to governance
arrangements in health care in which co-leadership dyads composed of a doctor and a non-
medical professional with management training jointly manage programs of care at senior man-
agement level below the CEO (Baldwin et al., 2011; Ponte, 2004; Zismer et al., 2010). When
they work well, these arrangements enable co-leadership teams to effectively combine and
bridge their respective sources of expertise, authority and legitimacy. Health care organizations
as prestigious as the Mayo Clinic (Berry, 2004) have adopted such structures. Co-leadership
at the level of clinical programs (though not at the CEO level) is a principle that has been put
forward in recent structural reforms in the Quebec health care system,” and has inspired health
system reforms at different times in Denmark and France (Neogy and Kirkpatrick, 2009).

In professional service firms, Empson et al. (2013) highlighted the tensions resulting from
the increasing competition between the professional and managerial logics caused by the recent
trend toward the “corporatization” of partnerships in law and consulting. The need to retain
high performers demonstrating exceptional revenue generation capabilities can also be a driv-
ing force for the implementation of co-leadership structures in this field (Arnone and Stumpf,
2010). Empson et al. (2013) note, however, that, despite the growing trend to bring in profes-
sional managers to work in dyadic relationships with managing partners in law firms, the part-
ners still tended to retain some hierarchical control and veto power. Co-leadership is not quite
egalitarian in this sector.

Finally, Fjellvaer (2010) noted that some higher education institutions rely on co-leadership
to cope with the conflict between research and teaching missions, while, in the media sector
in Norway, she observed that co-leadership was used to deal with potential tension between
maintaining editorial values (associated with freedom of the press) and promoting commercial
success. Co-leadership has also been studied quite extensively in the case of schools in public
education systems, another professionalized setting (Court, 2004; Gronn and Hamilton, 2004).
However, the motivations for having co-leaders in schools may be less about logics and more
about ideology. We return to these settings later.

Coping with Complexity in Large Corporations

Many large organizations are not necessarily embedded in environments associated with com-
peting institutional demands to the same extent as the professional settings mentioned above.
However, their needs in terms of the sheer size of the job and the range of skills required may
still be substantial, and can sometimes lead them to consider co-leadership arrangements at the
top. For example, O’Toole et al. (2002) concluded that two heads are better than one when
one individual cannot possess the broad range of skills required to cope with the challenges an
organization is facing, and Arnone and Stumpf (2010) suggested that the range of leadership
styles, skills and competencies possessed by co-leaders can better equip companies to face chal-
lenges. Certainly, when co-CEO arrangements are described in the popular press, this is the
justification that tends to be emphasized. Similarly, in a wide-ranging study of co-leadership
arrangements, Alvarez and Svejenova (2002) suggest that the range and complexity of top man-
agement tasks can justify the use of co-leadership.

More specifically, Arnone and Stumpf (2010) reported how co-heads were used to ease
geographic expansion by assigning regional responsibilities based on cultural considerations,
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while Arena et al. (2011) explained how multinational corporations might benefit from having
two CEOs, one responsible for domestic operations and another for international operations.
The authors also highlighted how the complementary expertise of co-CEOs who possess skills
and knowledge in different industries might make co-leadership an interesting arrangement for
diversified companies. This complementary expertise can allow the co-leaders to complement
or replace advising by board members, while the collaboration of co-CEOs can ensure mutual
monitoring when the board is unable to do so (Arena et al., 2011). The complexity, diversity,
size and geographical dispersion of some post-merger organizations also create a context in
which co-leadership could be an interesting option (Troiano, 1999).

Quite how common such arrangements are in large firms is, however, difficult to assess. In
their study of co-leadership arrangements at CEO level in publicly listed firms in the US, Krause
et al. (2014) were able to identify 71 cases of formal co-leadership arrangements by trawling
publicly available information. This is a not insignificant number, but it remains small compared
with the total number of firms listed, for example, on the New York Stock Exchange (2800).°

Managing Continuity and Change during Transitions

Transitions also appear to be particularly propitious contexts for the emergence of co-
leadership arrangements. We have seen before that the complexity and scope of post-merger
organizations can justify co-leadership. However, co-leadership is also seen as an arrangement
that can facilitate merger and acquisition processes (Arena et al., 2011; Dennis et al., 2009;
Jaklevic, 1999; Krause et al., 2014; O’Toole et al., 2002). Arnone and Stumpf (2010) explain
how assigning a leader from each firm to work as co-heads can ease integration, encourage
collaboration and ensure that both firms are represented in decision processes. Troiano (1999)
sees co-CEO arrangements as a temporary way to facilitate merger transactions. The author
also highlights how such arrangements reflect some firms’ preference for friendly integrations
as opposed to hostile buyouts, as well as a commitment to build a partnership aiming at the
success of the whole group instead of a particular faction. The morale of organizational mem-
bers is consequently more likely to remain intact. Nguyen and Siedel (2000) also believe that
a co-CEO model can ease the tensions associated with integrating two organizations, espe-
cially in a merger of equals in which no firm is dominant. Co-CEO arrangements also con-
tribute to avoiding conflicts at least for a time over which organization should be dominant
and can constitute an interesting power-sharing arrangement when both CEOs are reluctant
to relinquish their position.

Besides easing the strain of integrating two organizations in mergers and acquisitions,
co-leadership arrangements have been used to facilitate the processes of splitting firms (Krause
et al., 2014) as well as succession processes. For instance, Arnone and Stumpf (2010) discussed
how some companies use co-CEO structures to ease the transition between a retiring CEO and
a new incumbent. It is possible that such an intention may lie behind a recent announcement
by the CEO of Oracle to cede the CEO position to two new co-CEOs (Zillman, 2014). This
could also be construed, however, as a means for departing executives to retain power, despite
formal succession. Finally, co-leadership may sometimes be installed to deal with temporary
situations. For example, De Voogt (2006) observed that some museums decided to place a dual
leadership structure in place in response to a financial or legal crisis, to allow the board to have
more direct control of the business side through a managerial leader working in parallel with the
artistic director. Almost by definition, however, these transitional arrangements, whatever their
origins, are likely to be temporary, and may simply postpone inevitable power struggles around
which individual (and which firm in the case of mergers) will eventually dominate.
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Maintaining Control and Sharing the Load in Family Business

Family businesses are also propitious contexts for co-leadership arrangements. Three cases of’
co-leadership in family businesses have been discussed in the literature: the transfer of executive
leadership to two siblings, the overlap between generations as a child is preparing to replace
a parent as business leader and the co-leadership of a family firm by a family member and a
non-family CEO. In the first case, two siblings are the equal successors to the family business
and jointly exercise co-leadership (Alvarez and Svejenova, 2002; Arena et al., 2011; Dennis
et al., 2009; Rahael, 2012). Viewing successions as a process rather than an event, Rahael (2012)
discussed the second case in which a parent co-leads a family business with a member of the next
generation over a few years. Miller et al. (2014) studied the third case in which a family member
and a non-family manager act as co-CEOs of a family business. Such co-leadership arrangements
are used by family business owners unable to find talented executives within their pool of rela-
tives. In this model, the non-family CEO and an influential member of the controlling family
have equivalent formal power and administrative responsibilities. Overall, in a study of ethnic
entrepreneurship in Canada, Paré et al. (2008) found that 36 percent of entrepreneurial ventures
involved some form of co-leadership, but that the form was more popular with some ethnic
communities (notably Italians) than with others, possibly for cultural reasons.

Other Settings and Motivations

Beyond pluralistic settings, complex organizations, transition periods and family firms, co-leadership
has been found in other organizational settings that have received less attention in the scientific
literature (Dennis et al., 2009). For instance, many descriptive accounts of co-leadership couples
can be found in the practitioner literature. Accounts often deal with co-founders of high-tech
start-ups (such as Sapient Technologies and Google) who have good relationships during early
stages of the creation of the organization but may or may not end in the departure of one of the
founders as the enterprise grows (Alvarez et al., 2007; Arena et al., 2011; Krause et al., 2014).
Co-leadership in political organizations has also received some attention. These can be used to
assign tasks to individuals that are difficult to accomplish simultaneously, such as inspiring and dis-
ciplining, or internal (control within the party) and external (relationship with electors) functions
(Alvarez and Svejenova, 2002). Hartshorn-Sanders (2006) report how co-leadership of the Green
Party in New Zealand allowed increased media coverage and presence at events, and how mutual
challenging within the dyad reinforced the team approach of the party.

Co-leadership in such cases and in the case of certain non-profits, schools in public educa-
tion systems or feminist organizations may be partly driven by ideological commitments to
democratic organizational forms as much as by instrumental concerns (Fischbach et al., 2007).
Another motivation may lie in enabling people with different perspectives to enter leadership
roles. For example, many in the educational sector have argued that opening the organization
to shared principal roles has enabled women to enter these roles where they were rarely seen
previously (Court, 2004; Dass, 1995).

In summary, co-leadership arrangements are present in a variety of contexts, but are more
likely to occur when organizations are subject to multiple institutional demands (as in pluralistic
organizations), when the top job is too large or complex to be mastered easily by a single indi-
vidual, under conditions of transition and in family firms concerned about maintaining control
within the family, or solving particular family issues. In such contexts, it appears that there is
more chance that “two heads might be better than one” (O Toole et al., 2002), in other words,
that co-leadership might provide solutions to the problems of complexity.
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Configurations of Co-leadership

Having identified the contexts in which co-leadership is more or less prevalent, our next question
concerns how two individuals might organize themselves to share roles, or, put differently, how
they may jointly occupy the “shared role space” (Gronn and Hamilton, 2004) created by their col-
laboration. Hodgson et al.’s 1965 study of the “executive role constellation” developed to describe
collective leadership teams suggests three dimensions (“specialization,” “differentiation” and “com-
plementarity”) that together offer a first useful framework for considering co-leadership configura-
tions. The dimension of specialization refers to the degree to which roles taken by each individual
are broad and all encompassing, occupying large areas of the shared role space, or narrow and
specialized, focusing on more specific areas. The dimension of differentiation refers to the degree to
which roles overlap, creating (or not) zones of mutual substitution or duplication within the shared
role space. The dimension of complementarity has two subcomponents: the degree to which the
roles occupied by the two individuals adequately cover the shared role space; and the degree to
which the two individuals are able to coordinate their work within the space (Denis et al., 2001).

Hodgson et al. (1965) argued that the three features were all important for effective function-
ing. To see this, Table 15.1 illustrates schematically four configurations of co-leadership roles (see
also Gaudreau, 2007). In the table, the large oval represents the overall shared role space while
the small ovals represent the terrains occupied by the two individuals A and B. According to
Hodgson et al. (1965), an eftective configuration would imply that the zones covered by A and
B would be relatively equivalent in size (specialized), limited in terms of overlap (differentiated)
and would cover the whole of the shared role space while remaining connected. Configuration 1
(“Distribution”) fully represents Hodgson et al.’s vision of an eftective configuration.

The other three configurations illustrate situations where at least one of the three critical
features (specialization, differentiation and complementarity) is missing. For example, the first
potentially problematic configuration called “dominance” (metaphor: the “elephant and the
mouse”’; see Column 2) implies that one of the two co-leaders occupies far more terrain than the
other. Essentially, this configuration transforms what is in theory a relatively egalitarian arrange-
ment to a more hierarchical relationship where one player is essentially subordinate to the other.
In most circumstances, it would appear that such an arrangement would be inherently unstable

Table 15.1 Co-leadership Role Configurations

1. Distribution 2. Dominance 3. Duplication 4. Disconnection
(Equilibrium: (No specialization: (No (No
The perfect The elephant and differentiation: complementarity:
couple) the mouse) Two-in-a-box) Two solitudes)
):) & @
—
Characteristics Characteristics Characteristics Characteristics
— Specialization — Overload (for B) — Rivalry, competition =~ - Falling through
- Differentiation - Dissatisfaction - Conflict cracks
- Complementarity - Inefficiency - Playing A against B - Ineffectiveness
- 1+1>2 - 1+1=1 - 1+1=%1&$/@? — Bypassing
- 1+1<2
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with the lesser partner likely to drop out (i.e., resign or be dismissed). Interestingly however, in
some circumstances, notably in professional organizations, the size of the terrain occupied may
not fully reflect the power relationships between the two individuals. For example, in health
care studies, Gaudreau (2007) and Langley et al. (2014) found that doctor—administrator dyads
could often take on this form, with doctors playing apparently secondary consultative roles
and partner-administrators doing the bulk of the more routine work in terms of management
of resources. Yet the doctor’s influence could nevertheless sometimes be significant for key
strategic concerns. The higher professional status of one of the partners in a dyad might result
in this configuration being quite common in such settings, without becoming highly problem-
atic. In many arts organizations in Australia, executive directors expressed how they supported
the artistic director and the artistic mission, and this less visible role was comfortable for them
(MacNeill and Tonks, 2009).

The third configuration of Table 15.1 (“duplication” or “two-in-a-box”; O’Toole et al.,
2002) implies that both members of the partnership cover similar areas of interest and exper-
tise. At first sight, this situation seems to offer great potential for conflict and rivalry as well as
potentially dysfunctional behaviors from peers, superiors and subordinates who may attempt to
play oft one of the leaders against the other. No doubt this type of situation lies behind many
catastrophic examples of co-leadership identified in the business press (Frisch, 2012; Zillman,
2014). For example, Castaldo (2012) describes overlapping responsibilities between co-CEOs
Mike Lazaridis and Jim Balsillie as partly responsible for the failure of Research in Motion (crea-
tors of the Blackberry) to defend its market against competitors.

And yet, as Gronn and Hamilton (2004) note in their study of co-principalship in schools,
in some circumstances this arrangement could be a strength depending on the quality of the
relationship between the two individuals. They note in particular its potential advantages.
Redundancy may allow mutual substitutability, which can be advantageous when time is the
most critical resource. In addition, having two views on every problem may generate fewer
mistakes. The conditions for this type of arrangement to work, however, are likely to be quite
rare. While strong mechanisms of communication are likely to be important in any kind of co-
leadership (see below), this particular configuration will be particularly demanding in this regard
as it seems to require what Dass (1995: 306) describes as “a creation with two bodies and one
mind” (noted by Gronn and Hamilton, 2004). This degree of cohabitation apparently does exist
in some situations, but this is probably exceptional for co-leader pairs as we discuss further later.

Finally, the last configuration presented in Table 15.1 (“disconnection”) appears to have
few redeeming features. It implies a mode of functioning in which the co-leaders essentially go
their separate ways covering distinct and specialized areas of the role space but failing to connect
and leaving key issue areas unaddressed. This pattern seems most likely to emerge over time in
co-leadership pairs for rapidly growing companies as new problems and concerns appear that do
not fall within the traditional domains of the two protagonists. It seems likely to be unstable and
the vacuum at the top appears likely to attract other leadership contenders.

Little research exists on the relative prevalence of these different configurations. Moreover,
in practice, configurations may be fluid and evolve during the life of a partnership. However,
in her study of 27 pluralistic settings in Norway, Fjellvaer (2010) found that, of the thirteen
formal dual leadership structures she observed, two were characterized by the effective domi-
nance of one partner and five involved considerable overlap (duplication), with all these being
in the education field. The other six were characterized by clearly separate functions that mainly
seemed to reflect the distributed configuration noted above.

Opverall, this analysis suggests that navigating in a shared role space is far from simple.
Moreover, the apparently “optimal” configuration in which the two individuals each occupy
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specialized, difterentiated and complementary roles may itself take a variety of forms in terms of
the way roughly equal roles are distributed and connected. Perhaps co-leadership in pluralistic
settings offers the simplest solutions in this regard, because there is a natural divide between the
roles of professional leaders (focusing on mission-related goals) and managerial leaders (focusing
on financial/resource concerns). In other types of settings, we may see one leader focusing on
external stakeholders while the other focuses on operational issues, or roles may be distributed
according to functional areas, geographies or other mutually agreed arrangements. The precise
distribution of roles cannot, however, entirely explain on its own what makes co-leadership
more or less successful in particular cases. Other factors clearly enter into the equation. The next
section examines some of these conditions for success.

Conditions for Co-leadership

Those who have studied the dynamics of co-leadership in a range of contexts have made many
suggestions for how it might work successtully, sometimes partly because they are ideologically
committed to its continued existence as a more democratic or humanistic form, but often for
instrumental reasons too (Denis et al.,, 2012). These suggestions do not necessarily guarantee
its long-term stability, but examples in several sectors suggest that co-leadership is increasingly
necessary and present in certain situations, and that certain winning conditions are possible to
find. We consider these possibilities, by examining the conditions for success according to dif-
ferent levels of analysis: individual, relational, organizational and institutional or environmental.
Co-leaders are most often situated at the boundary of organizations and so interact with a range
of influences. For those concerned with deciding whether to be involved in co-leadership or for
those who wish to make co-leadership successtul, this section may provide a clearer understand-
ing of how to choose partners, and what is needed to make these partnerships work.

Individual Factors

‘While scholars of co-leadership tend to focus much of their inquiry on the dynamics between
the two players in the dyad, some have pinpointed certain individual abilities and characteristics
necessary to enable individuals to function well in such an arrangement. Given that open con-
flict and split perspectives on the organization’s direction are major concerns for all involved, for
those doing the hiring, evidence of a collaborative work style and successful negotiating skills
would be very useful individual traits (Reid and Karambayya, 2009). As well, a demonstrated
ability to trust is helpful to identify likely candidates (Reid and Karambayya, 2015). Individual
personal integrity and professional maturity seem to be valuable for individual leadership in
most pluralistic and complex contexts (Arnone and Stumpf, 2010; Dass, 1995; Deschamps and
Cisneros, 2012). The challenges of the dyadic relationships in such contexts demand such traits.
Founders of organizations may find the adjustment to a dual structure difficult, due to the
novelty of the experience. Often, the first attempt may not be particularly successtul (Reid and
Karambayya, 2009, 2015).

Further, a capacity for frank honesty and personal reflection can aid the navigation of differ-
ences when they occur (Hartshorn-Sanders, 2006) and generate authenticity in the leadership
relationship (MacNeill et al., 2012). Self-awareness, the courage to face weaknesses and allow
vulnerability even in a “winner-takes-all” environment such as financial services businesses
would aid the development of the relationship, according to Arnone and Stumpf (2010: 18).
In such environments, these authors suggest that competitive psychology and desire to win,
with supreme confidence while taking risks are elements of a leadership culture that need to be
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overcome personally by those entering into a co-leadership role. A different sense of self that is
open to collaboration becomes important. Note that these positive characteristics of co-leaders
have been extensively observed in the arts and education sectors, where personal values and
emotions may be closer to the surface (Court, 2004; Dass, 1995; MacNeill et al., 2012), and
where competitive corporate cultures might arguably be less pervasive.

Relational Factors

For many scholars studying the phenomenon of co-leadership, the focus falls on the relational
dynamics of the duo. Presumably in hopes of avoiding debilitating conflict, the prescriptive
literature focuses principally on how to function effectively as a partnership. Trust is con-
sidered an essential element of the relationship (Alvarez and Svejenova, 2002; Gronn, 2002;
Miles and Watkins, 2007) and how to achieve it is an important scholarly preoccupation in the
literature (Reid and Karambayya, 2015). A number of considerations for developing coher-
ence and trust have been noted by observers of co-leader dynamics. Regular communica-
tion that resolves problems (Alvarez and Svejenova, 2002), reflection and listening (MacNeill
et al., 2012) and keeping differences and disagreements within the couple are all inter-relational
skills that support a positive experience within the dyad and, it is hoped, generate trust. The
particular importance of avoiding the dissemination of tensions beyond the duo is revealed in
Reid and Karambayya’s (2009) case study research on eight leadership couples in the arts. The
authors found that, when the members of the duo were unable to preserve a common front
and began to draw in other players (e.g., by calling on the board), their credibility was seriously
undermined, generally with negative consequences both for the organization and the leaders
themselves. Serious attention to organization including scheduling time together will certainly
help coordinate the work of the co-leaders and may help develop personal trust which will be
more enduring (Reid and Karambayya, 2015). Another study by De Moyer and De Schmidt
(2015) used a repertory grid technique with fourteen performing arts leaders operating in a
dual leadership arrangement to identify ten conflict resolution techniques that they might adopt
with their partners. These ranged from simple and non-threatening techniques based on trust
and communication, through techniques based on formal clarification and negotiation, to more
expensive and risky internal or external mediation, and ultimately dissolution.

Schnurr and Chan (2011) offer a thoughtful analysis of conversations between co-leaders
in Hong Kong that reveal speech patterns that save face or not, and thus may contribute to a
potentially conflict-free relationship. Etzioni (1965) discusses the combination of instrumental
and emotional leadership roles found in the small group dynamics literature that could be appli-
cable to understanding how to achieve mutually supportive relationships between co-leaders.
The distinction between instrumental and emotional leadership could be particularly important
where the two formal roles are not structured with clearly different and well-defined responsi-
bilities (for example, as in configuration 2 described above).

Observers of co-leadership arrangements disagree as to whether commonality, cognitive simi-
larity and coherence (Alvarez and Svejenova, 2005; Miles and Watkins, 2007) are important to
a relationship or whether complete ‘opposites’ might actually be preferred for stronger decisions
and strategy making (Bhansing et al., 2012; Fjellvaer, 2010; Gronn, 1999). However, Groover
(1989) cautions that rigidly defined roles or a strongly held point of view by one partner can
create stress in the duo’s relationships. Others claim that dyads composed of individuals with
strongly held individual orientations derived from a cognitive style (Bhansing et al., 2012), a pro-
fessional orientation (Reid and Karambayya, 2009) or a personality trait (Dass, 1995) can provide
a diversity of perspectives and result in robust and resilient leadership duos. These diversified
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duos typically respond to complex environments where a range of stakeholders need attention
(Alvarez and Svejenova, 2005; O’Toole et al., 2002; Bhansing et al., 2012). Fjellvaer (2010)
describes numerous practices and mechanisms for duo members to sooth the tension of differing
logics within the organizations studied. For example, effective co-leaders tended to familiarize
themselves with their partner’s tasks, engaged in regular communication and were prepared to
confront each other in case of disagreement.

Related to personal differences or coherence are concerns as to whether role-definitions
might be better differentiated by functional purposes (as in configuration 1 in Table 15.1 above)
which often occur in professionally oriented organizations (Fjellvaer, 2010; Gronn, 2002; Reid
and Karambayya, 2009) or ‘two-in-a-box’ relationships (as in configuration 3, Table 15.1)
where the two share essentially the same leadership role and need to use personal strengths
or preferences in order to share the role space (Arnone and Stumpf, 2010). Some of the issues
related to these two options have been discussed above.

In situations where responsibility and accountability are important, alternating the ultimate
responsibility within the duo has been attempted, as reported, for example, in the educa-
tion (Hagen and Court, 1998) and investment banking sectors (Arnone and Stumpf, 2010).
However, there may be negative consequences when delayed responses to a particular decision
occur and the new person is in charge (Hagen and Court, 1998). This practice has also been
studied for small non-profit theater companies in Finland and it appeared to work well in this
context (Jirvinen et al., 2015), perhaps partly because of the small size of these organizations.
Arnone and Stumpf (2010) suggest that, where the duo shares the same leadership role, they
should make it clear who evaluates all the employees of the firm in order to avoid political issues
falling between the two leaders.

In a different context, Svejenova and colleagues (Alvarez and Svejenova, 2002; Svejenova
et al.,, 2010) studied co-leaders who typically founded an organization and shared the same
career throughout (usually artists or a duo that was personally connected as in the family business
situation described above), thus solving issues of difference and complementarity. It appears that
personal and role differences that emerge during a career tend to intertwine. Yves St. Laurent
and Pierre Bergé are a celebrated example of this, where the fashion firm grew and thrived but
the relationship waned, and then later grew back together.

The notion of “conjoint work” was originally suggested by Gronn (2002) to mean that
the co-leadership duo shares a joint understanding of leadership in the particular organization
involved. Others have mobilized this notion to explain how co-leaders need to share the lead-
ership space (MacNeill et al., 2012; Woods et al., 2004) and provide checks and balances and
mutual counseling (Harper, 2008; Hartshorn-Sanders, 2006). Dass (1995) observed that having
broader organizational objectives jointly in mind enabled the co-principals that she studied to
work effectively together. Numerous other scholars invoke a shared vision of the organization
as essential to the effective functioning of co-leadership pairs, regardless of how they share roles
(Gronn and Hamilton, 2004; Harper, 2008; Miles and Watkins, 2007).

While clarity in job descriptions and role definitions have been suggested by some as being
important to co-leadership (O’Toole et al., 2002), others have found that these may not be
necessary where the conjoint nature of the role is well accepted and practiced, and developed
through mutual adjustment. Ambiguity of authority within the role space may provide a buffer
to maneuver and avoid conflict (Denis et al., 1996). As well, perceived power differences that
are not too large appear to support firm performance and generate a sense of success related
to co-leadership. However when perceived power differences are too large, they can under-
mine successful performance, according to one of the rare quantitative studies of co-leadership
(Krause et al., 2014).
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Organizational Factors

The organizational context can play an important role in the dynamics and success of the co-
leadership duo, particularly at the beginning of the relationship. In a number of cases studied,
duo members were separately chosen and independently mandated by a third party, either
the board of directors (Reid and Karambayya, 2009) or a school superintendent (Dass, 1995).
Certainly where the roles are separately chosen and co-leaders are imposed on each other,
the chances for longevity appear more limited (Reid and Karambayya, 2009, 2015). Others
argue that mutual choice and an appointment as a couple provide better chances for a positive
relational experience (Alvarez and Svejenova, 2002; Glenny et al., 1996; Jirvinen et al., 2015;
O’Toole et al., 2002).

Further, a non-intervention policy by boards of directors (Reid and Karambayya, 2015) or
a context that allows independence from government authorities and superintendents in school
systems (Glenny et al., 1996; Court, 2003, 2004) will provide a climate that will both force
(Arnone and Stumpf, 2010) and allow (Court, 2004) the couple to resolve their own issues
and develop a deeper and more reliable relationship. Arnone and Stumpf (2010) argue that an
organizational history and culture that rewards collaboration and encourages conflict resolu-
tion responsibly will provide support for a healthy relationship. Reid and Karambayya (2015)
observed that a history of negative conflict casts a shadow on the subsequent relationships that
might be solved by the incoming member. The solutions found by a new partner (in this case a
new executive director joining an existing artistic director in a cultural organization) generated
a level of trust in the newly constituted duo for some time. Of course, it was also important for
the board to leave the couple to solve the issue themselves and not intervene before the new
duo member arrived. As well, a designated board member, consultants and family stakeholder
members can coach members of co-leadership duos about conflict resolution and enable a good
working relationship before or when conflict occurs (Arnone and Stumpf, 2010; Deschamps
et al., 2014; Reid and Karambayya, 2015).

Another organizational level intervention might involve developing a contract that includes
an exit strategy for each of the members. Negotiating this kind of contract facilitates an under-
standing of the possibilities that might arise in the co-leadership arrangement from the begin-
ning (Arnone and Stumpf, 2010). Relatedly, Arnone and Stumpf (2010) suggest that having
the duo in place for a pre-determined period of time allows them and the organization to
understand the nature of the endgame dynamics, which is a useful approach for managing risks
inherent in these relationships.

Working with a number of physical and symbolic elements related to power can also help
with the success of the co-leadership. Physical space that is either proximate or shared can enable
communication and ensure that a symbolic message of coherence is provided for the organiza-
tion as a whole (Arnone and Stumpf, 2010). It also helps with the organization of the couple’s
life in the organization. Finally, informal power differences between the pair are often present
(Alvarez and Svejenova, 2005) and analyzing these differences and understanding them can help
with a better, more reflective, relationship (MacNeill et al., 2012).

Environment and Institutional Factors

Because our study of co-leadership relates mainly to those at the executive level, environmental
factors can also influence the success of co-leadership. For example, the institutionalized legiti-
mizing environment of the non-profit arts were instrumental in establishing the presence of
‘arts administrators’ in cultural organizations in the US in the 1970s and 1980s, thus generating
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a dual structure as common (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Peterson, 1986). Consequently, as
organizations grow from a founder status, they eventually find their way to a co-leadership
structure, understanding that the structure may support governance and efficient functioning.
The pressure of a supportive institutional environment motivates the placement of co-leadership
and generates expectations of good performance as a result.

On the other hand, the presence of co-leadership in the educational field has been resisted
by the superstructure environment around schools for legal and accountability reasons in New
Zealand and the US (Court, 2003, 2004; Groover, 1989). Perceived as a move to the left as
part of a larger concept of distributed leadership (Court, 2004), the potential ambiguity of
co-principalship with regards to accountability structures has been perceived as difficult to over-
come and those in favor of it have had to negotiate with force and care.

The understanding and embracing by key stakeholders in the environment of both co-
principalship in the educational system and co-leadership in the private sector have also played
a role in successful innovation of newly developed co-leadership structures. Unions and their
concerns for traditional careers and salaries have opposed the implementation of the structure
in the past (Court, 2004). On the other hand, when a co-leadership structure has been imple-
mented, the stock market appears to respond positively (Arena et al., 2011; Dennis et al., 2009),
thus encouraging such leadership structures.

However, recently shareholder ethics groups objected to the co-CEO and co-chairmanship
at Research in Motion during the precipitous decline of share value in 2010 and 2011. These
groups perceived collusion in the co-leadership structure, suggesting that the legitimacy of this
form is fragile. Shareholders voted to allow a six-month period for the co-leaders to prove the
value of their leadership structure, but, in January 2012, the two retired and the organization has
since been led by a single CEO with a separate chair (Austin, 2012). In a somewhat similar fash-
ion, the confusion of parents and students (users) about the clarity of accountability and value of’
co-principalship in a school district in South Carolina ultimately resulted in a gradual decline of
the practice after about ten years of success. It was felt that the phenomenon had had its day and
was phased out. Organizing explanatory public meetings about co-leadership with stakeholders
such as parents and students has been suggested as a useful means of ensuring ongoing support
and encouragement for this kind of structure (Groover, 1989).

Clearly, the success of co-leadership is the result of many individual and dyad-related issues,
but the larger environment of organizations and beyond can also have an important influence on
its durability and effectiveness. Scholars have found co-leadership to be useful for many reasons,
especially when it offers responses to the complex and pluralistic nature of the organizational
context in which it is found. But it can be very fragile and many of the critiques concerning its
potential instability and conflicted dysfunctionality may be well founded. More study is needed
to understand better how it works and whether and when it fails, since it is being increasingly
adopted across a range of sectors.

Looking Ahead: An Agenda for Future Research

This chapter has described the phenomenon of co-leadership, examining the contexts where
it is most prevalent, the configurations it may take and the conditions for success based on the
existing literature. It has to be recognized, however, that, although there has been some serious
scholarly work on this phenomenon, many writings about co-leadership appear in practitioner-
oriented outlets, the grey literature or specialized sectoral journals suggesting that there is room
for stronger, deeper and more systematic research in mainstream management publications on
the issues covered in this review.
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Research into co-leadership is possibly hampered by the relative rarity of the phenomenon.
This means that it is quite difficult to accumulate large enough sample sizes for strong quantita-
tive studies. For instance, Krause et al.’s (2014) study of co-CEO arrangements and performance
included 77 firms, a sample size that is quite low to detect significant effects. Meanwhile, case-
study research can greatly enrich understanding of the phenomenon, but detailed comparative
work is most easily conducted only in sectors where co-leadership arrangements are quite com-
mon (e.g., in the arts or health care). While the in-depth study of the phenomenon in large
corporations would be extremely valuable, access issues (Pettigrew, 1992) of course make this
difficult and so far only Alvarez and Svejenova (2005) have come close to developing a large
systematic study of this context, with most other contributions relying greatly on more limited
or sometimes anecdotal evidence.

Beyond this, however, a number of aspects of co-leadership have been studied hardly at all.
One of these concerns patterns in the evolution of co-leadership structures over the long term
in particular firms. Another issue concerns how moments of transition such as succession events
involving one or both of the partners in a co-leadership relationship are or should be managed.
We see hints concerning the succession dynamics of co-leader pairs from Reid and Karambayya’s
(2015) research in arts organizations mentioned above, but more work is needed in this area to
better understand whether and how co-leadership can actually be made to pass from one gen-
eration of leaders to another, or whether it is in fact more of an idiosyncratic phenomenon that
may be “magical” when it happens to work, but is not really sustainable as an institutionalized
organizational arrangement that can remain in place when new individuals are substituted.

Another critical area that is barely touched on in most of the existing research concerns
power. Clearly, power is the elephant in the room in situations of co-leadership, or indeed in
situations of leadership more generally. However, few scholars have attempted to theorize its
role in co-leadership arrangements. We see the beginnings of some attention to power issues in
leadership configurations in certain studies (Denis et al., 2001; Empson et al., 2013; Lawrence
et al., 2012; Krause et al., 2014), but these are few and far between. Several do not look at
co-leadership directly, and others do not draw on well-developed theoretical frameworks for
considering and capturing power dynamics.

Finally, more needs to be done to investigate how co-leadership pairs jointly achieve influ-
ence with respect to other actors in and beyond the organization; here we refer mainly to subor-
dinates, but also to board members and peers. The particular challenges of preserving a common
front and of synergistically consolidating influence (rather than fragmenting it as others try to
play off one against the other) deserve more attention.

In conclusion, co-leadership remains a fascinating phenomenon for research because it tends
to challenge taken-for-granted assumptions about how direction, collaboration and coordi-
nation in organizations are or should be organized. To some degree no doubt, scholars seek
knowledge about it because it seems to offer a different, perhaps richer and perhaps more
humanistic, way of leading and managing. More research is needed to develop a clearer under-
standing of how, where and when such aspirations can be successfully realized.

Notes

1 The authors would like to thank Jean-Louis Denis, John Storey and David Ulrich for helpful comments
on an earlier version of this chapter.

2 See the organizational charts for the newly created Integrated Health and Social Services Centers at
http://www.msss.gouv.qc.ca/reseau/reorganisation/portrait, consulted September 16, 2015.

3 See for example: http://www.advfn.com/nyse/newyorkstockexchange.asp, consulted September 16,
2015.
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Leadership on the Board
The Role of Company Secretary

Andrew Kakabadse, Nadeem Khan and Nada Kakabadse

Introduction

This chapter explores how the role, power and influence of the company secretary' relates to
other board members (chairman, chief executive officer (CEO), senior independent director
(SID), non-executive director (NED)) in helping the board make better decisions. An analytical
framework is developed that depicts this role’s heterogeneity and characteristics pertaining to
effective leadership practices.

So: why the company secretary? The roles and responsibilities of chairman, CEO, chief finan-
cial officer (CFO), SID and NED are legislatively more developed, formally recognised and
regularly evolved within governance, and are widely researched as leadership practices. Indeed,
individuals in these corporate roles often become household names in media headlines on busi-
ness successes or failures. Typically the chairman—CEO relationship has received much attention,
while, emerging from the recent financial crisis of 2008, the NED role has re-gained promi-
nence. In contrast, the company secretary role remains legislatively less well defined and subject
to limited regulatory evolution. This role’s relationship to leadership practice is hardly researched
(Cadbury, 2002; Roberts, 2002; Muller ef al., 2007) and lacks empirical investigations (Erismann-
Peyer et al., 2008). Can you name or recognise a company secretary in media circles? Yet, in this
chapter, it will become clear that the company secretary not only has a long and majestic history,
but is now also likely to be the longest-serving person in the boardroom. The company secretary
is usually the first to know, and be closest to, the most up-to-date critical information; ideally
placed as the key link between board/executive and chairman/other board members; and cen-
trally involved in board processes (Finkelstein and Mooney, 2003) and agendas. If the company
secretary role’s relationship to board leadership practices can be better understood as the ‘building
block’ or ‘genesis’ for addressing the problematic, then the other roles are more easily aligned in
achieving consensus. [lustrating the main question through a company secretary lens, two wider
questions are brought into focus: why are the expectations from other board members about the
company secretary role unclear, and how should boards relate to leadership practice?

To address the main question and two wider problematic issues of the role’s link to leader-
ship practice, this chapter will explore the role, power and influence of company secretaries
through in-depth semi-structured interviews from mainly FTSE250 boards. These interviews
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took place in 2014 and reflected on the post-financial crisis developments in the role and leader-
ship practices of the company secretary.

Role within a Board

What does a company secretary do? Typical existing studies outline the role of company
secretary as having formal responsibilities such as organising board meetings; supporting the
chairman/CEQO, directors and stakeholders; inducting or training non-executive directors;
dea