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Abstract
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Introduction

This article contends that leadership is a fundamental organizational competence. It defines leadership. It identifies and describes features of the context and process of leadership. It analyses key aspects of leadership competence, and reviews the constituents of this competence from a number of differing viewpoints.

Leadership defined

Morden[1] comments that leadership means getting things done through people.

Armstrong[2] suggests that leadership happens:

when there is an objective to be achieved, or a task to be carried out, and when more than one person is needed to do it. All managers are by definition leaders in that they can only do what they have to do with the support of their team, who must be inspired or persuaded to follow them. Leadership is therefore about encouraging and inspiring individuals and teams to give their best to achieve a desired result. Leadership is required because someone has to point the way and ... ensure that everyone concerned gets there ... a leader's aim is to get people to do what he wants by obtaining willing co-operation, not grudging submission (p. 165).

Cole[3] defines leadership as a dynamic process in which one individual influences others to contribute to the achievement of the group task. This influence will be perceived as fully legitimate by those people who are responding to the leadership process.

Murphy[4, p. 1] defines leaders as people "to whom others turn when missions need to be upheld, breakthroughs made, and performance goals reached on time and within budget". Murphy suggests that leaders "transcend the problems of the moment to reveal the possibilities of human nature through intelligence and perseverance". Hickman[5] adds that competitive advantage stems from the way in which the organization is guided and led by these people.

Bennis[6] restates his famous but controversial dictum that:

leaders are people who do the right things and managers are people who do things right. Leaders are interested in direction, vision, goals, objectives, intention, purpose, and effectiveness - the right things. Managers are interested in efficiency, the how-to, the day-to-day, the short run of doing things right (p. 6).

Leadership is defined as relevant to all sectors of activity, whether corporate, entrepreneurial, or institutional. The definitions given above can be applied equally and without difficulty to any and all of these sectors of human activity. However, it is not conceptually possible to describe any one "best" or "right" style of leadership. For instance, Handy[7] notes that leadership will only be effective where the requirements of the leader, the task, and the staff fit together appropriately and congruently within the prevailing context or environment. Bennis[6] says:

It is very clear to me that failing organizations almost always fail because they are overmanaged and they are underled.

Relevant contingencies

Contingencies relevant to any analysis of leadership include:

the characteristics of the leader : including personal competence and values, socialization and culture, preferred style, and personal characteristics. Early studies of leadership focused on the personal traits and qualities of leaders (such as intelligence, socio-economic class background, and self-assurance); while a more recent study by Bennis and Nanus[8] identified such features as personal persistence and the capacity to challenge and motivate others;

the task(s) and objective(s) to be achieved: including degree of priority and complexity, structure, ambiguity and novelty;

the individuals and subordinates that are the object of the leadership process : including personal competence and values, socialization and culture, attitudes to the style and context of the leadership process;

the group or team that is the object of the leadership process : including collective solidarity and attitude towards the leader and the leadership process, and collective power relative to the authority of the leader;

the context within which the leadership process is to take place: whether organizational/cultural, event or task related, or containing some kind of dynamic imperative;

role expectations : early studies of leadership described tradition and office held as sources of leadership authority. Those who were the object of the leadership process had little choice but to expect that those who held traditional or office based positions of power would exercise their authority to determine policy and practice. Tannenbaum and Schmidt[9] instead propose a model in which subordinate or client response is conditioned by leaders' choice of style. Role expectations and response will vary according to whether the leader chooses to adopt an authoritarian-instructional ("tells") style; a persuasive style ("sells"); a consultative style ("consults"); or a participative and empowering style ("joins"). Handy comments on:

-the leader's expectations of subordinate response towards the leadership style;

-the subordinate/group expectations of leadership behaviour and competence; and

-the potential for mismatch between these two sets of expectations. For instance, there may be an expectation on the part of young and well-educated middle managers and administrators that a flexible, consultative or facilitatory style of leadership is most appropriate to modern conditions. This may instead be met by the use of a structured, controlling, and prescriptive style of leadership on the part of older, less well-educated but more authoritarian senior management.

the relative favourableness of the situation: Fiedler[10 ] suggests that individual and group performance will be dependent on the leader adopting a style of leadership that is most appropriate to what Fiedler describes as "the relative favourableness" of the situation. Different styles of leadership will be called for dependent on:

-the quality and strength (favourability) of leader-group relationships;

-the degree to which the task or situation is structured, novel, ambiguous, or hostile (and the outcomes uncertain or risky); and

-the relative strength and credibility of the leader's position.

national culture: Morden notes that leadership behaviour and leadership expectations will vary with such national culture variables as:

-power distance;

-uncertainty avoidance;

-relative individualism or communitarianism/collectivism;

-masculinity or femininity;

-the relative priority given to formulating universalistic rules, or instead to the identification and management of exceptions;

-inner-directedness or outer-directedness;

-the degree to which leadership status is achieved or ascribed;

-the relative preference given towards hierarchy or equality.

For instance, leadership may be perceived to be an important issue in high power distance and high uncertainty avoidance societies characterized by a preference for hierarchy and the universalistic application of rules. Leadership may be perceived to be a less important issue in low power distance societies characterized by a preference for equality, an emphasis on the management of exceptions, and a relaxed attitude to risk and uncertainty.

trust: Fukuyama[11 ] differentiates low trust and high trust societies. He suggests that societies or organizations characterized by a low degree of social trust will be characterized by high levels of power distance and hierarchy, and are likely to apply authoritarian, compliance-based, and centralizing styles of leadership. High trust societies or organizations, on the other hand, are more likely to be characterized by high levels of communal solidarity and purpose. Leadership roles within such contexts may be required to be facilitatory. Responsibility and authority will be decentralized and delegated, employees empowered, open lines of communication maintained, and controls internalized. It will be the role of leaders to bring about, safeguard, and maintain the equality and co-operation of the structure through processes of selection, socialization, culture management, championing, training, motivation, and development. Leaders will be expected to act as the godfathers, champions, and role models described in a later section of this article:

In the end, leaders have to work with the people they have got" (Tichy and Sherman[12, p. 175]).

Leadership as competence

Hamel and Prahalad[13 , pp. 202-3] define a competence as "a bundle of skills and technologies rather than a single discrete skill". Such bundles of skills represent "the sum of learning across individual skill sets and individual organizational units". Leadership competences can be defined to include the following.

Personal traits and qualities

Leadership competence will in part be a function of individual personal traits and qualities. These include self-confidence, integrity (which inspires trust), and initiative. Leaders may be expected to demonstrate effective social skills. This is described by Jaques[14] in terms of a developed but natural interpersonal style, and personal wisdom about, and experience with, people. Leaders may be expected to possess the "helicopter factor" which describes the ability to rise above the detail of a situation and see it within its wider context.

Bennis and Nanus identify as key leadership qualities:

self-awareness, self-knowledge, and awareness of limitations in self and others;

personal persistence and commitment;

a desire and a willingness to go on learning;

an ability to recognize, learn, and profit from failures and mistakes;

a capacity to accept challenges and take risks.

Jaques adds that effective and trusted leaders are unlikely to be characterized by serious individual defects in personality or temperament.

Time span of discretion

Jaques develops the concept of competence in the area of personal cognitive capacity. Jaques believes that the capacity and willingness to look far ahead is a crucial aspect of leadership potential. Long-term time orientation is perceived as an indicator of high level leadership status.

Jaques contends that organizations must contain a range or hierarchy of increasingly complex levels or strata, each carrying out different "levels" of work. Jaques' conceptualization of level of work is defined in terms of the time span over which people are required to exercise discretion. These levels of work are differentiated by time spans of discretion that range from days, to weeks, to months, and ultimately to years. These levels or strata of work are seen as requisite to (determined by) the complexity of the task in hand. The complexity of the task lies in the number, diversity, novelty, rate of change, and degree of interdependency of the variables that constitute that task.

Jaques contends that the increasingly complex levels or strata of work found in organizations are a reflection of the need for, and the natural incidence of, stratification and discontinuity in the nature of human capacity. They will reflect a varying ability to operate (manage) through increasingly abstract and complex concepts, frameworks, or methodologies. Jaques contends that:

each category of increasing task complexity has a corresponding category of cognitive complexity (capability) in human beings; and

complexity in task performance should come to be matched with the cognitive capability of the people in the organizational level in which that task occurs.

Leadership capability and aptitude is therefore seen by Jaques as a function of :

personal cognitive capacity as reflected in the degree of mastery of complexity;

the willingness and ability to make effective use of the expertise and experience that are the manifestations of this cognitive capacity;

an appropriate culture and value set; and

priorities that are parallel to, and consistent with, those that apply to the level of work or the strata of organization.

Jaques contends that the greater is the person's cognitive capacity and aptitude, the greater will be the number of variables that can be coped with, and the greater the complexity that can be managed. The greater the cognitive capacity and experience, the longer may be the person's time horizon, the greater their time span of discretion, and the greater may be that person's leadership potential.

Maintaining best fit

A basic leadership competence is that of being able to maintain best fit. Handy suggests that the best fit approach is based on the assumption, already described above, that there is no such thing as the "right" style of leadership. Leadership is perceived to be effective when the requirements of the leader, the task, the group, and the individual (the leadership situation variables) are "fitted" together appropriately (that is, they are congruent) within the prevailing context or environment. Fiedler's categorization of this context as being relatively favourable or unfavourable to the leader has already been described above.

A lack of congruency (or a mismatch) between the variables that make up the leadership situation may render a leadership outcome ineffective (or positively counter-productive). For instance, Handy gives the example of hierarchical variations in the approach to the dynamics of conditions of external change, whether in markets, technologies, core competences, competition policy, or globalization. These conditions may be interpreted by some people as calling for leadership based on increasingly flexible management policies, and the empowering of employees in order to facilitate processes of adaptation. Others, instead, may conceptualize the required leadership in terms of a need for tight re-centralization, the rigid structuring of priorities and tasks, and determined prescription by senior management.

Identifying and developing potential

Hickman suggests that when it comes to looking at people's abilities and accomplishments, managers may prefer to rely on performance evaluation. Past and current performance may be best perceived to indicate the value of an employee. As a result, managers may typically pay less attention to potential because such an indicator is more "abstract", "uncertain", or "subjective" than the more quantifiable characteristics of performance. However, for leaders, potential represents the real power of the future. This is what leaders are looking for. Hickman contends that such potential is based on personal vision and the ability to empower others.

Murphy notes that leadership "is both an art and a science, but contrary to the traditional notion that leaders are born not made, anyone can learn" to be a leader (p. 4). Given the character of the contingent variables of the leadership situation, the leader will need:

to understand and develop the ability to manage task and context;

to identify and develop individual staff potential; and

to identify and develop group or team potential.

This will require the leader to select the right people; to use the necessary methodologies to train them appropriately; and "connect them to the right cause" (p. 4).

Leadership potential will also need to be developed. In discussing the leader's time span of discretion, Jaques suggests that individual cognitive capacity is evolutionary. Some people reach a final plateau of leadership competence. Others develop an ongoing capacity to manage increasing levels of complexity and longer time spans of discretion. As people mature and become more experienced, they progress through developmental stages, moving from one level of capacity to the next more complex one until they reach their cognitive (or preferred) limit. This evolutionary pattern may be matched by the levels of complexity and conceptual abstraction to be found within the discrete strata that make up the discretionary levels within the organization.

Motivating and providing inspiration

Leaders are typically expected to inspire or motivate others. This may call for such personal qualities as:

initiative and enthusiasm;

self-assurance and self-confidence;

integrity and trustworthiness;

the capacity to encourage and motivate others;

the capacity to accept challenges and to facilitate risk-taking behaviour;

personal persistence and commitment;

a demonstrated desire to go on learning.

Murphy suggests that the leader should function as a synergizing force, releasing and combining energies and capabilities among those they lead. Ideally, the leader should develop the ability to create "a state of achievement far beyond what individuals, teams, and organizations ever dreamed possible" (p. 5). At the same time, it may fall to the leader to negotiate resolutions to conflicts; to heal the wounds inflicted by change; and to protect the culture from the perils of crisis.

Paying attention to detail

Peters and Waterman[15] and Peters and Austin[16 ] add attention to detail to the list of competences appropriate to leadership. They suggest that leaders must be comfortable with detail as well as with broad issues. This may be demonstrated by:

their ability to perform the detailed tasks that they require their subordinates to carry out, or at least to show an in-depth understanding of these tasks; and by

their identification and empathy with, and a respect for the routines of subordinates. Leaders who are perceived to downgrade the importance of detail, or who appear contemptuous of day-to-day routines, are likely to be categorized by subordinates as arrogant and out of touch with reality. Such leaders will have created for themselves some of the conditions of "unfavourableness" described by Fiedler, above.

Managing core competences

A fundamental leadership role will be that of focusing attention towards, and managing the core competences on which the efforts of the enterprise ultimately depend. This role is important because it goes beyond the operational into issues of long-term strategic direction and survival of the organization. The process of managing core competences includes:

managing the knowledge base that underpins the policies and practices of the enterprise. To what extent is this knowledge base up to date; by what means is it to be kept up to date; and who is to be responsible for maintaining and motivating the updating process?

managing core competences: Hamel and Prahalad[13, 17 ] contend that corporate leadership should focus on the long-term identification, development and exploitation of the core competences of the organization. Core competences are represented by the collective and the accumulated learning and experience of the organization and its staff. Core competences comprise the co-ordination, integration, and management of technologies; knowledge and experience; managerial, organizational, and operational skills; enabling or facilitating mechanisms; cultures and value sets; and understanding of customers, markets and their potential. The core competences of the organization are compared by Hamel and Prahalad to the roots of a tree, nourishing and giving strength to the structure which they support. Core competency leadership will call for;

the management of the technology dynamics that characterize the sector, and the management of the discontinuities to which they give rise (for instance, see Morden[18]); and

the management of the innovation dynamics that follow from developments in the knowledge and technology base, and from changes in the nature of market demand; and

the management of change processes that result from the evolution of enterprise core competences, and from the discontinuities to which this process must inevitably give rise over time:

Leaders' success depends on the ability to assemble and motivate teams of people who can accomplish tasks by themselves (Tichy and Sherman [12, p. 278]).

Accessory leadership functions

The role of the leader may be complicated by additional contingencies associated with the need to fulfil accessory functions. These functions include: First, acting as a role model and exemplar . The leader may serve as a role model for group members. This may also imply that the leader acts as a father/mother figure, especially to younger or less experienced staff who identify with him or her, and perhaps submit to his or her opinions and wishes. Either way, the leader of the group can be perceived to be in an analogous position to that of a parent. Subordinates may view the leader's behaviour as an exemplar from which they wish to learn, which they wish to emulate, or which they may instead wish to avoid. That is, the leader's behaviour provides a standard or yardstick against which to measure their own perceptions of what it is desirable to emulate. Handy notes that "we cannot avoid the role of model once we have any importance in the world. Since modelling is thrust upon us it would be well for us to consider what forms of behaviour, what attitudes and values we represent. If we are seen as effective then these behaviours and values will be imitated, if ineffective they will be shunned. Either way we influence behaviour" (p. 113).

The second function is acting as ambassador, figurehead, and representative . The leader acts as a symbol for the group, thereby providing a focus for group unity. At the same time, as ambassador the leader represents the group and the task:

to peers in the organization;

to superordinates.

The leader will attempt to negotiate with peers and superordinates outcomes that are best for the group and the task. These outcomes should (from the viewpoint of the leader) provide the minimum level of constraint on the working of the group, and maximize group discretion.

The leader as ambassador will attempt to filter out negative influences external to the group, thereby facilitating (or "easing") its task performance.

Group effectiveness may in turn be a function of subordinate perceptions of the leader's influence with peers and superiors. The more effective is the leader perceived by group members to be in championing the group and the task, attaining favourable decisions, and achieving rewards, the more motivated may be the group and the more respected the leader.

Similarly, group effectiveness may depend on the actual effectiveness of the leader in representing the group to peers and superordinates. As a result of the leader's activities, superiors may come to perceive the group in a positive light. They may come to believe that the leader can be trusted to be left alone "to get on with the business". At the same time, they may favour the group with additional resources. The group and its task will be managed by the leader into a stronger position than other groups who are not represented so effectively, and who do not enjoy the same level of superordinate trust.

The third function is acting as a tension release mechanism . Group members, peers, and superiors may focus tension and friction on the leader. It may be the leader's role to absorb organizational tension or friction, and to attempt to dissipate it harmlessly. The need to act as a tension release mechanism may provide the leader with high levels of role stress (particularly in politicized institutions with multiple and conflicting objectives). In the worst case scenario the final function is that the leader takes on the role of scapegoat . He or she becomes the focus for the negative or aggressive sentiments of frustrated or disappointed group members, or disillusioned peers and superiors.

Leadership as intelligence

Murphy's 1996 study[4 ] was based on a survey of "contemporary leaders in business, healthcare, and public service organizations in the US, Canada, Mexico, and Asia" (p. 3). One of Murphy's key contentions is that leadership can be defined and described as a form of intelligence. Murphy quotes Webster's definition of leadership intelligence as "the degree to which a leader is able to use the faculty of reason - the ability to learn from experience, to otherwise acquire and retain knowledge and to respond successfully to new situations - to guide or show others to an effective course of action or thought" (p. 10).

Murphy contends that leadership "is both an art and a science, but contrary to the traditional notion that leaders are born and not made, anyone can learn" to be a leader (p. 4). He suggests that leaders should be able to use self-knowledge in order to perform effective self-assessment; and should be capable of helping their colleagues focus clearly on their own objectives and responsibilities. He also suggests that the leader functions as a force for synergy, or a "synergizing" force, releasing energies and capabilities among those people who are being led. An effective leader may become capable of creating "a state of achievement far beyond what individuals, teams, and organizations ... dreamed possible" (p. 5).

Murphy contends that the leaders identified in his survey sample appeared to follow a series of what he describes as Guiding Principles. These include:

achievement orientation : prerequisites to effective leadership include personal competence and initiative, self-reliance, a record of accomplishment, and a strongly positive orientation towards progress and achievement.

pragmatism : which implies maintaining an open and flexible attitude towards issues, problems, and solution alternatives that emerge within the situations faced by the leader. Murphy's leadership sample displayed a willingness to question and experiment; to avoid the "Not invented here" syndrome; and to withhold evaluation until it is appropriate to make a judgement.

practising humility : by which the leader accepts that there are many things that he or she does not know (but that others do); and that there will always be things that he or she needs to go on learning. There is always room for improvement.

being service focused : effective leaders demonstrate their commitment to a shared contribution to service within the organization. This service is oriented both inwards to the needs of the enterprise, and outwards to the customer or client.

demonstrating optimism : the leader should be a "learned optimist". Leaders in Murphy's sample demonstrated mind-sets and modes of concept formulation that are based on positive thinking and the rejection of the notion of failure. Failure is instead conceptualized as part of a learning process. Even the most difficult situation is viewed as a potential source of opportunity, learning, and progress.

accepting responsibility : Murphy contends that the effectiveness of leadership service and contribution depend on the individual assuming responsibility for the control of personal destiny. This culturally North American view of leadership reflects the Jack Welch dictum "control your (own) destiny or someone else will"(quoted in Tichy and Sherman[12]). Murphy suggests that leaders "take control of events ... through individual expertise or through the ability to inspire confidence and support in others" (p. 14). (Contemporary Anglo-Saxon and more specifically North American approaches to management issues are given critical and cross-cultural analysis by Morden[1]).

Leadership as management by wandering around (MBWA)

Peters and Austin develop Peters and Waterman's 1982 excellence analysis. Peters and Austin identify two key management roles. These are:

1that managers must make sure that the culture and operations of the organization are oriented to taking constant care of customers; and

2that managers must endeavour to ensure that the enterprise achieves constant innovation in response to market change and technological obsolescence.

These two roles in turn call for:

1a proper and genuine concern for people at all levels in the organization; and

2effective leadership.

Leadership is referred to by Peters and Austin as management by wandering around or MBWA.

The concept of MBWA was developed by the Hewlett Packard corporation, and an early reference is made to it by Ouchi[19]. MBWA can be described in terms:

1That basic leadership values should comprise:

a competitive belief in being the best;

a belief in the need to offer superior quality and service to customers and clients, whether these are external or internal;

a belief in the need for ongoing innovation and entrepreneurship;

a belief in the dignity and worth of the individual employee;

a belief in the need for close attention to detail.

2That an effective leader must be the master of two ends of a spectrum comprising ideas at the highest level of abstraction at one end, and actions at the most mundane level of detail at the other.

The leader will first be concerned to create broad visions of the present and future that will generate excitement and interest on the part of other people in the organization.

At the same time, the leader will wish to set an example and create enthusiasm through his or her daily identification with, and involvement in detailed events of implementation. That is, the leader will want to be in on the day-to-day action, no matter how routine it is. In demonstrating a concern for routine and detail the leader will instil values through deeds not words, and through personally demonstrating the application of those values on a day-to-day basis. At the same time the leader will show his or her respect for those ordinary employees who carry out the day-to-day routines, and demonstrate their individual importance in the wider scheme of things.

3That there is a basic need for the leader to develop expertise in the creation of cultures and ambience; in the promotion of values; and in the protection of cultures and values in times of crisis or change.

4That success in promoting and instilling culture and ambience derives from an obvious, sincere, and sustained personal commitment to the values they represent. Leadership success will also require persistence in reinforcing these values through the actual physical process of "wandering around" (or "walking the job").

5That leaders formulate their vision, create cultures, and instil values by communicating with, and by being highly visible to employees, customers, suppliers, etc. This is the physical process of managing by wandering around from which the concept of MBWA derives. MBWA means "staying in touch with the action", where and when it is happening. Managers "wander around" the field of action, maintaining close and informal communication links with employees, customers, and suppliers. It is the role of the manager under MBWA to "preach" and reinforce corporate values and its received wisdom. This he or she does while walking the job, not while sitting in an office. MBWA implies spending time "down the line", particularly with ordinary staff and with those people who, acting in customer service type roles, most need encouragement, reinforcement, and a sense of appreciation for the work they do. Murphy for instance notes that by using such processes leaders "reveal themselves by their deeds and thus provide role models for everyone with whom they interact, as Sam Walton did for every Wal-Mart associate"[4, p. 4]..

6That for any one manager individually to practise MBWA is not enough. MBWA must be practised by the whole of the senior management of the organization. "Setting the tone" needs to be a teamwork process. All need to speak with one voice when promoting and reinforcing the culture and values of that organization.

Summary

The model of leadership described in this article is illustrated in Figure 1 . The diagram summarizes the key variables described in this article that help to shape leadership competence. A related article, to be published in Management Decision, Vol. 35 No 10, will analyse leadership as vision.

[aa35gd01.png]

Figure 1 A model of leadership as competence
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