Steve Miller

CONCEPTUAL ISSUES IN LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT - INTERPRETING THE STORY

Revised version of an article first appearing in

Journal of Jewish Educational Research

Volume 6, January 2000, Centre for Jewish Education (Leo Baeck College), Sternberg Centre, 80 East End Road, London, N3 2SY.

Steve Miller is an independent consultant working in the non-profit sector.  Steve specialises in organisation development, creativity and leadership.  He has also been responsible for setting up new organisations and special projects including feasibility studies, research projects, conferences and seminars.  Formerly a youth and community worker and community educator, Steve has been a consultant on a Department for Education experimental project and has developed a particular interest in working with smaller voluntary agencies and local community organisations.  He has co-ordinated several international Jewish leadership and educational conferences and was also for 15 years a consultant to the Reform and Liberal Synagogues on social justice and political issues.  This paper is a revised version of an article which first appeared in the Journal of Jewish Educational Research.

Introduction

The precursor to this study was a project commissioned by a leading Jewish umbrella agency looking at the feasibility of raising the quality of leadership development programmes within the Jewish community by standardising certain key characteristics.  Consequently the specific context of this study relates to concerns expressed within the Jewish community, although the scope of my inquiry is broadly-based and I believe that it raises questions about the nature of leadership in widely varying institutions.

The Jewish community itself is a diverse and fragmented grouping within UK society, exhibiting characteristics of both a religious and ethnic minority.  The UK Jewish community is highly institutionalised and the Institute for Jewish Policy Research (JPR) estimates that it may include as many 4,000 different organisations.*  In its recognition of organisational leadership as an essential pre-requisite for future effectiveness, and even survival, the Jewish community is reflecting a perception that is common across all sectors of society.  The Jewish community expresses this perspective through


an awareness that Jewish voluntary organisations are going through a period of considerable pressure as a result of internal and external changes in the environment,


an awareness that 'leadership' is a much discussed and much sought after characteristic in the Jewish voluntary sector,


an awareness of the limitations of current provision for leadership development in the Jewish voluntary sector.

The paradox of leadership development

In 1981, a quiet and undistinguished cricketer, Mike Brearley, took over the England captaincy from the greatest cricketer of his generation, Ian Botham.  Botham was a flamboyant and intuitive player, but had failed in the leadership role.  England were on the brink of losing that summer's series of matches to Australia, but when Brearley assumed the captaincy everything seemed to change.  Not only did the England team win a historic victory in the series, but Botham himself, released from the pressures of captaincy, played better than he had ever done before.  Most commentators at the time, and since, have attributed this change in events directly to the leadership skills of Mike Brearley.  In the hope of analysing and understanding these skills, and developing them in others, many words have been written on the subject.  Sadly for English cricket the last decade has seen the failure of captain after captain.*  The nature of leadership defies understanding, or at the very least, what understanding we have, does not help us to develop leadership skills in those who do not already possess them.

It is this paradox which I aim to explore in this study.  We are apparently able to describe aspects of leadership - sometimes at great length and very convincingly.  But we seem unable to find ways to apply this knowledge in formal educational programmes in ways that make a measurable difference.  That is not to say that leadership development programmes are completely ineffectual.  They bring together talented people with ambition and desire to learn.  Good programmes create interactions that are stimulating and occasionally inspiring.  Participants may become more enthusiastic and strengthened in their endeavours.

But, it is my impression from observing leadership development programmes, that these significant and positive outcomes rarely derive in a linked, planned way from the structure and content of the programme.  Mostly, organisers stress the importance (genuine and significant) of the informal contact among participants and between participants and faculty.  They are aware that this is probably the most important aspect of the event but without any understanding of why and how this should be.  Even where the structure and content do have a significant impact on the participants, the effect on their leadership endeavours in the future is rarely predictable or understood.

Scientific approaches to describing leadership

Social research in the twentieth century has been dominated by the scientific rationalist approach.  Data is gathered, preferably through large scale surveys, and analysed to determine trends and themes, with the hope of being able to predict future behaviour.  The study of leadership is no exception to this rule.

For over fifty years much data has been gathered and analysed concerning the nature of leadership.  Early studies in the 1940s attempted to define the qualities and traits of an effective leader.  Many lists have been produced but 

'Fifty years of study have failed to produce one personality trait or set of qualities that can be used to discriminate between leaders and non-leaders.'  (Jennings, 1961 p.2)

Yet this particular approach seems to be enduringly popular.  I would suggest that this is because of the apparent scientific validity of the testing and development mechanisms.  The volume of aptitude and other psychometric tests that are conducted in all organisational sectors has grown considerably in recent years.  Apparently reliable information appears to be derived from them, but they do not seem to be effective predictors of future capability.  

Other studies turned the focus away from personality traits and towards the kinds of behaviour that leaders exhibit.  Beginning with two pioneering studies at Ohio State University and the University of Michigan, this area of study has coalesced into two main and inter-linked strands of study.  The first focuses on the functions and responsibilities of a leader within a group or corporate context.  The second focuses on varying leadership styles that leaders exhibit.  In both these approaches there is a growing consensus that leadership behaviour varies according to the situation and context.  While less rigid than personality trait approaches, these behaviour-based approaches still represent a desire to find a formula for the necessary behaviour in any given situation.  Easily administered diagnostic tools have been developed which appear to give a lot of information but, in the opinion of many people they simply do not help people become more effective leaders.

Reviewing large numbers of texts which follow this scientific approach suggests that, ultimately the search is futile because 

a)
 any consensus is likely to focus on the most general issues, 

b)
the more the scientific approach simplifies for the sake of analysis, the more it is removed from the reality of leadership itself, and 

c)
 the characteristics of personality and behaviour vary over space and time.  

This reinforces my view that leadership is not a universally constant attribute but something that is variable.  This is not to say that the study of personality factors and behaviour factors are unhelpful in themselves, but simply that the desire to isolate universal characteristics is unlikely to lead to any clear conclusion.

Working towards understanding

If universality in description, analysis and prescription are doomed to failure, then is there an alternative for the social scientist?  In response to the failure of conventional positivist approaches to develop a theoretical framework which might lead towards predictable outcomes in leadership development, I believe that an alternative approach is required.  Within this approach reality, knowledge and understanding are more fluid concepts which are constructed and changed in many different ways.  As a qualitative researcher I support Smith's (1993) view that 

'the interpretation of meaning is the central focus of social and educational inquiry.' (p184)

I am particularly interested in this interpretative or hermeneutical approach and find in it resonances with traditional Jewish exegetical and interpretative approaches (dating back to at least 165 BCE) to examining 'fixed' texts.

Within this approach personal subjective experience plays a central part.  Van Manen, (1990) describes 'lived experience' as

'... the breathing of meaning.  In the flow of life, consciousness breathes meaning in a to and fro movement: a constant heaving between the inner and the outer ...' (p36)

If meaning and understanding become the prime goals of social research, and lived experience is the subject, then cognitive mental processes, and particularly patterns, metaphor and stories become the filter through which we can reach this understanding.  Smith (1992) who discusses cognitive thought processes, sees stories as fundamental.  They are an indivisible part of our unconscious, representing in different ways, the essence of our being.  According to Smith,

'Thought flows in terms of stories ... We construct stories to make sense of events.'

I suggest that the reason for this increasing interest in stories of all kinds is precisely because of the imprecise nature of contemporary life.  Because reality is ambiguous, and because traditional scientific, rational approaches to understanding are finding it increasingly difficult to make sense of reality, some other form needs to be found.  It precisely because a story does not have to be objective 'fact', but we accept naturally that it can be a 'version' of reality, that our relationship with it is simpler.  Both the teller of the story and the audience know that a story is successful if it resonates with a subjective view of reality.  

I am not the only one to relate story to leadership.  Howard Gardner in his remarkable study, Leading Minds: an anatomy of leadership (1997) made the use of story central.  In common with many writers about leadership, he tells stories of great leaders highlighting those aspects that he finds most pertinent.  But in addition to this use of story as a way of conveying information about leadership, he also sees the leaders' own use of story as central to their success or otherwise.

From these perspectives, I have developed a methodology which looks in new ways at leadership.  I am also interested in what I would call methodological symmetry.  That is where the content and method reflect each other in some meaningful manner.  In this regard the interaction between story, language and texts, 


as a means through which leaders relate to followers, 


and also how the Jewish tradition (as other cognitive, mythological or visionary traditions) is passed on through thousands of years, 


and also as a means by which people can learn how to lead, 


and also how I can understand the process of leadership and leadership development, 

becomes in itself a powerful pattern.  When modern hermeneutical understanding underpins my research methodology and is laid alongside the several thousand year-old Jewish hermeneutical tradition which is used to develop leadership awareness in the Jewish community, this seems to me to add qualitatively to the validity of the methodology.

Using this approach to re-examine leaders and the texts that people write about leaders, I am not embarked in a new search for a more accurate list of leadership attributes.  Rather, I am fully aware that each academic discourse is an interpretation and derives as much from the writer's experience of reality as it does from any universal truth.  

The telling of the stories of leadership

In returning to look at leadership itself I would describe various approaches which people have taken in the form of various stories.  

I have already dealt with what I consider to be the first of the 'stories' of leadership.  That is the scientific story in which the main actors in the story were engaged in a quest for universal truth.  Although this quest told us a lot about leadership it ultimately failed in its self-defined goal of universal predictability.

A story of opposites

In this story, the main actors talk about the nature of leadership by describing two polarised characteristics.  In most forms of this story these polar positions are superficially concerned with purely descriptive differences , but almost every occasion when this story is told there is a hidden value-based and prescriptive agenda.  

In an early form the story of opposites was concerned with power versus influence.  This arose in the post-Second World War period as autocratic power was seen as a very negative characteristic.  So, in this story real leadership, by which was meant ethically good leadership was about non-coercive influence, and not about the raw abuse of power.  I suspect that currently, people would not see these two characteristics as quite so dramatically opposed.

Another story of opposites related management to leadership.  In the 1970s, after the first great explosion of scientific management theories, management was seen as discredited and, as leadership became the higher status term, the two were distinguished by opposing meanings, culminating in Warren Bennis' famous dictum, 'Management is doing something right, and leadership is doing the right thing.'  

A more substantial theory, originally developed by Burns (1978) is the theory of transactional versus transformational leadership.  This theory has been taken up by many writers as it focuses not on the difficult area of what a leader does, but on their intentions and outcomes.  

'Transactional leadership is responsive and its basic orientation is dealing with present issues.  The effective transactional leaders is the master of "give and take".  ... Transformational leadership is proactive.  This kind of leader sees the present as a springboard to achieve future aims.'  (Popper and Zakkai, 1994, p5)

This kind of story clearly originates from a time when we know that things have to change, and in fact are already changing extremely rapidly, and we need the kind of leaders who will guide us through those changes.  Unfortunately this approach, while important as a way of re-orienting us to vital issues, does little to help us see how we might become more effective.

A story of values

Of particular importance in the voluntary sector are stories that talk of values.  It is within this story that I have placed Paulo Freire (1970) and Hope and Timmel, (1984).  Within the Freirian tradition, Hope and Timmel (1984) write the following, 

'
All members of the community are thinking creative people with a capacity to act.  The aim of the leader is to facilitate a common search for solutions to problems.


No one person has all the answers and no one is totally ignorant.  The role of the leader is to create a real learning community where each shares their experience.


Most real learning and significant change takes place when a community experiences dissatisfaction with some aspect of their present life.  A leader can provide a situation in which they can stop, reflect critically upon what they are doing, identify any new information and skills they need, get this information and training, and then plan action.'  

In the mid 1970s, empowerment was the vogue word amongst my fellow community workers.  The private sector has now learnt that empowerment is an effective route to efficiency.  By giving people greater control over their own lives, but not too much, output can be multiplied many times.  Of course, this is not to say that some business leaders are not genuine about their desire to empower their workforce.  In the writing of Greanleaf (1970, 1991), DePree (1989) and Covey (1990) there appears to be a genuine belief that the leader has to be responsible for maintaining ethical values particularly in supporting employees.  

These stories have come out of an environment in which business leaders, and public leaders have been castigated for corruption and poor morals.  These stories say, 'It is possible to be a leader and a good person.'  They even say 'Being a good person is the best and most effective way to be a leader.'  

These stories are important in the same way that the transformational leadership stories are important.  They set out a vision for the values which might underpin a leader's role but are less convincing in describing the route by which people might acquire those abilities.  They are, in effect, more important as parts of the cognitive story, as described below than as an all-embracing approach in its own right.

Making sense - a cognitive story

I have already indicated the importance of the cognitive story as related by Gardner.  Cognitive scientists tell a quite different story from the other scientists which Gardner characterises as

'In contrast to the behaviourists, who have focused only on overt actions, and the psychoanalysts, whose interest has been directed chiefly at personality and motivation, cognitive scientists examine how ideas (or thoughts or images or mental representations) develop and how they are stored, accessed, combined, remembered ...' (p16/17)

Given that cognitive science is a mushrooming field of endeavour with numerous approaches, Gardner goes on to qualify his use of the term,

'My model is not the familiar information processing approach ... rather the approach is cognitive in a generic sense: an active mind is comparing stories with one another and highlighting some features while downplaying others.' (p17)

Cognitive approaches to leadership are about making meaning in many ways.

'Leaders like Ghandhi, Jesus and Martin Luther King Jr were able to revolutionise the way people saw the world, teach a new vision and establish new behaviours.' (Cacioppe, 1998, p1)

Kotter (1988) and many others also place the creation and communication of vision at the centre of the leadership task and links it with the ability to recognise patterns and relationships in disjointed events. (from Tait 1996)

Many writers trace a growing and healthy story world within organisations.  Organisational meta-myths become the folklore of an entire organisation and the stories of leaders are used to induct new personnel into the culture of the organisation.  Stories are even used in place of traditional strategic planning in companies like 3M.

A complex story

It is common, in writings on leadership, to commence with a quote from one of the standard works (Bass and Stogdill, 1974 and 1981, Burns, 1978, Bennis, 1989) illustrating a major theme.  One of the most common themes is that of complexity and the difficulty of understanding the nature of leadership.  From Bass (1981) we read, 

'There are almost as many definitions of leadership as there are persons who have attempted to define the concept.' (p7)

And from Burns, 

'Leadership is one of the most observed and least understood phenomena in the world' (p2)

And finally from Bennis,

' Never have so many laboured so long to say so little' and also '... you can never get your conceptual arms around leadership.'  

It is not simply that there are many different ways of being a leader, but that the process of explanation seems to contain within it the seeds of its own failure.  These difficulties have not stopped hundreds of people including Bass and Burns from attempting to define leadership in ways that, I believe, further their own view on organisational development.

The complex nature of the process of explaining leadership seems to derive from several factors.


The logical conclusion of the contingency and situational approaches to leadership is that leadership is almost infinitely varied.  


Organisational leadership always takes place within a setting where many other systems and processes are taking place at the same time.  


Leadership is dependant, at least in part on aspects of personality.  Despite decades of examination, there is still some considerable ambiguity about the nature of personality.


The very fact that there are many ways of being a leader makes the job of simplifying an impossible task.


While it is possible to determine, in retrospect, that the outcomes of a leadership intervention were positive, at the time the issues are less apparent.  For example, in the late 1930s was Neville Chamberlain being an effective leader?  Was Winston Churchill?  The answers varied enormously at the time.  Now with the benefit of hindsight we think we know who was right; or at least who history has vindicated, but even that retrospective judgement changes over time.


This brings me to the final aspect of complexity.  Trying to describe the differences between a Chamberlain and a Churchill in analytical terms reduces the reality to banal terms.  Telling their stories gives us a greater understanding, but fewer opportunities for transferring this knowledge.

I have previously identified the rationale for giving up on analytical neatness for the sake of deeper understanding.  The nature of leadership is complex.  Trying to describe and reduce that complexity may be a futile task.

A theory-in-use 

I would now venture to outline a theory-in-use.  That is, a theory that I think I can apply in a real and practical context.


Leadership theories have come out of specific times and environments.


Leadership concepts and practice are context specific.


While rejecting some of the positivist approaches to personality and behaviour in leadership, I think it is unquestionable that they are significant factors in understanding leadership.


I also think that the previously neglected area of cognitive thinking is equally crucial to understanding leadership.


I should also state that I am making no attempt here to define the boundaries between the three aspects of self that I have selected.  I suspect that there is considerable overlap on occasions but for practical use I think that the link with different approaches to learning will be significant.


Leadership development theory and practice should follow a theory and practice of leadership.  It is no accident, nor do I claim that it is the only approach, that I have selected personality, behaviour and cognition as three crucial elements of leadership.  I believe that these three, without specifying particular traits, or behaviours or visions, form a deeper underlying structure which can relate specifically to methods of learning.  

Approaches to leadership development arising from this theory-in-use

If leadership is a fluid and ambiguous concept, then approaches to leadership education must allow for growth, change and development rather than the learning of specific measurable characteristics.  I would suggest that these can be described as falling within three areas.

An awareness of the importance of personality and personal growth.  If there are many ways of being a leader, then the most effective way for any one person to become a leader is to pay attention to their own personal development.  That is, leadership development should move away from the learning and replication of specific personality traits and towards the development of one's own personality.

An awareness of the importance of behaviour.  A leader unquestionably needs to do certain things but these things vary widely according to time, place and circumstance.  Leadership development needs to move away from the listing and learning of specific behaviours and towards an ability to respond creatively and appropriately in many different circumstances.  Rather than learning skills, leadership development should be concerned with learning the skill of learning skills

An awareness of the importance of understanding and meaning.  While words such as vision and strategy have become common in recent years, little importance has been attached in leadership education to this cognitive domain.  Traditional religious, political, military and other forms of leadership have stressed formal ideologies but a post-modern society has largely rejected these.  Leadership development needs to move away from the learning and repetition of stale ideologies and towards the creation and interpretation of stories and metaphors that carry meaning and understanding, and the integration of one's personal story with an organisational story.

Bibliography

Bass, B. M. (1981)  Stogdill's Handbook of Leadership,  New York: The Free Press.

Bennis, W. (1989)  On becoming a leader,  New York: Addison-Wesley.

Burns, J. M. (1978)  Leadership,  New York: Harper & Row.

Cacioppe, R (1998)  'Leaders developing leaders: an effective way to enhance leadership development programs', Leadership & Organization Development Journal, Vol 19, No 4.

Covey, S. (1990)  Principle-centered Leadership, New York: Simon and Schuster.

DePree, M. (1989)  Leadership Is an Art,  New York: Dell.

Freire, P (1970)  Pedagogy of the Oppressed,  New York, Seabury Press.

Gardner, H. (1997) Leading Minds; an anatomy of leadership (paperback edition),  London, Harper Collins.

Greanleaf, R (1970, 1991)  The Servant as Leader, (originally published 1970, current version 1991), Indianapolis, The Robert K. Greanleaf Center.

Hope, A. and Timmel, S. (1984)  Training for Transformation (3 vols),  Gweru, Zimbabwe: Mambo Press.

Jennings, E.E. (1961)  'The Anatomy of Leadership', Management of Personnel Quarterly,  Vol 1, No 1.

Kotter, J. P. (1988)  The Leadership Factor,  New York: The Free Press.

Popper, M. and Zakkai, E. (1994)  'Transactional, Charismatic and Transformational Leadership: Conditions Conducive to their Predominance' Leadership and Organization Development Journal, Vol 15, No 6.

Smith, F (1992)  To Think; In language, learning and education,  London: Routledge.

Smith, J. K. (1993)  'Hermeneutics and Qualitative Inquiry' in Flinders, D. J. and Mills, G. E. (Eds)  Theory and concepts in qualitative research: perspectives from the field,  New York: Teachers College Press.

Stogdill, R. M (1974)  Handbook of Leadership,  New York: Free Press.

Tait, R.  (1996)  'The attributes of leadership', Leadership & Organization Development, Vol 17, No1.

Van Manen, M (1990)  Researching Lived Experience,  London, Ontario: The Althouse Press.

* This figure was obtained in informal discussion with researchers at JPR during the preliminary stages of the Long-term Planning for British Jewry project.  The figure was later revised down in publication to a, still considerable, figure of 2,000 financially independent organisations.


*  Since writing this comment the English cricket team has seen a revival of its fortunes and has witnessed more than one captain exercising good judgement and character.  But the basis of this story still stands – there is no way of determining in advance who will make a good captain, and no established method for developing captaincy skills.
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