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• To have awareness of how thinking about leadership as a role as opposed to  
an inherent trait has developed through the 20th into the 21st century

• To understand the origin and significance of the people- and behaviour-centric 
approaches to leadership that are increasingly dominant today

• To understand the origin and significance of distributed leadership in today’s 
complex leadership scenarios.

• Recognition that people are not machines and the implications of that for 
management and leadership theory and practice

• Application of humanist insights to work and relationships between leaders  
and followers

• Application of insights from psychology and biology (behavioural science)  
to work and relationships between leaders and followers

• Recognition that multi-party leadership scenarios are fundamentally  
different from relatively simple, silo-based circumstances and require different 
leadership approaches.

Why you should read this

Issues addressed

Thinking about leadership as a role as opposed to an inherent trait of special 
people has developed through the 20th into the 21st century. We now recognise 
very clearly the significance and power of the people- and behaviour-centric 
leadership approaches and how they are the most appropriate to today’s 
dynamic, often complex, multidimensional circumstances.  
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An article1 in the November 2012 issue of Harvard Business Review,  
‘The Management Century’, looks back over 20th century history of 
management as a discipline, in which leadership is part:

“The publication, in 1911, of Taylor’s Principles of Scientific Management – originally 
a paper presented to that same American Society of Mechanical Engineers – set off 
a century-long quest for the right balance between the ‘things of production’ and the 

‘humanity of production,’ as the Englishman Oliver Sheldon put it in 1923. Or, as some 
would have it, between the ‘numbers people’ and the ‘people people.’ It’s the key tension 
that has defined management thinking.

“The cartoon version of management history depicts the human relations movement, 
begun in the 1920s and 1930s, as a reaction to Taylor’s relentless, reductive emphasis 
on the quantifiable. A better view regards the two as complementary. As evidence, 
consider the research of Elton Mayo and the other men behind the pathbreaking 
Hawthorne studies. Their work shares Taylor’s overarching ambition to improve 
productivity and cooperation with management through the application of science, 
though in this case the science was psychology and, to a lesser extent, sociology.”

Studies in 1940s and 1950s, at the Universities of Ohio and Michigan respectively, 
focused on leadership qualities and styles. The Ohio research separated task-/
production-oriented ‘Initiating Structure’ – the extent to which leaders impose 
organisation and define who does what, when and how – from ‘Consideration’  

– the extent to which leaders are concerned about group welfare and other people-
oriented perspectives on work. The Michigan studies refined this bipartite view of 
leadership styles by identifying three characteristics of effective leaders: task-oriented 
behaviour, relationship-oriented behaviour and participative leadership. In productivity 
terms, they concluded that the best results came from choosing to take an employee 
orientation plus loose supervision rather than the alternative of production orientation 
and tight supervision.

Numbers people and people people
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In the 1960s, McGregor2 reformulated these observations about effectiveness in his 
worker motivational model Theory X and Theory Y. Theory X circumstances equate to 
a need for hands-on leadership, authoritarian even, based upon assumptions that the 
average worker seeks the security of firm direction, avoids taking responsibility, isn’t 
innovative or creative, and avoids work at all if they can. Theory Y circumstances equate 
with people-oriented and participative management styles in which managers and other 
team members work willingly together, workers seek and take responsibility, and workers 
can self-direct towards achieving shared objectives. Theory Y has an egalitarian element, 
believing that the many can help to create, innovate and solve organisational problems 
rather than organisations having to rely solely upon the special talents of an elite few. X 

and Y are not two limits across one single 
spectrum; rather there is a spectrum of 
circumstance and behaviour across each.

In the field of psychology, Maslow’s3 
Hierarchy of Needs predated McGregor’s 
work. Maslow hypothesised that people 
would normally be motivated to fulfil 
certain basic needs in an order running 
from the most fundamental through 
secondary, tertiary etc. He said the order 
of needs runs (most fundamental first): 

physiological needs before safety before love/belonging before esteem before self-
actualisation. The connections with McGregor’s work concern an individual’s ability to 
achieve esteem and self-actualisation. The opportunities for these are held to be greater 
in Theory Y rather than Theory X circumstances.

“There is a spectrum  
of circumstance  
and behaviour ”

The working environments in which Socitm members and their teams operate 
tend towards Theory Y-type. On that basis, one would expect participative 
management styles would be the more successful strategies for leaders to adopt.
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A systematic relationship between circumstances (work environments) and kinds  
of management style was put forward as the Managerial Grid Model by Blake and  
Mouton4 (1964). The grid plots ‘Concern for production’ (High/Low) against ‘Concern of 
people’ (High/Low) – see Chart below. This formulation allows limiting cases to be picked 
out in the plane of the graph, as indicated by the labelling.
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Each manager/leader will find themselves somewhere on this grid. They may move about 
as circumstances change. In the end, the ideal circumstance is in the eye of the beholder, 
contingent upon their view of how they would want things to be and their  
ideal circumstance.

The managerial grid
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The Box below elaborates seven managerial styles represented in the latest versions  
of the Managerial Grid Model.

The model is represented as a grid with 
‘Concern for production’ as the X-axis and 
‘Concern for people’ as the Y-axis. Positions 
in the grid (X,Y) are said to correspond to 
leadership style archetypes:

• Indifferent (previously, impoverished)  
style (1,1): evade and elude. Manager- 
leaders use this style to preserve their job 
and job seniority. The main concern is not to 
be held responsible for any mistakes, which 
results in fewer and less innovative decisions 
being made.

• Accommodating (previously, country club) 
style (1,9): yield and comply. Manager- 
leaders using this style pay great attention 
to the security and comfort of employee-
followers, in hope that this will increase 
performance overall.

• Dictatorial (previously, produce or perish) 
style (9,1): control and dominate. Employee 
needs are unimportant with this style; simple 
performance in return for payment is the 
deal. Commonly applied by companies on the 
edge of real or perceived failure, this style is 
often used in cases of crisis management. 
 

• Status quo (previously, middle-of-the-road) 
style (5,5): balance and compromise.  
There’s an attempt to balance company  
goals and workers’ needs to achieve  
suitable/good enough performance.  
Such compromise optimises neither 
production’s nor peoples’ needs.

• Sound (previously, team) style (9,9): 
contribute and commit. This style strives 
for teamwork and commitment among 
employees. It relies on making employees  
feel they are important and constructive  
parts of the whole.

• Opportunistic style: exploit and 
manipulate. Individuals using this style do 
not have a fixed location on the grid. They 
adopt whichever behaviour offers them the 
greatest personal benefit at any given time.

• Paternalistic style: prescribe and guide. 
This style alternates between the (1,9) and 
(9,1) locations on the grid. Managers using 
this style do praise and support what they 
like, but discourage challenges to their 
thinking.

(Source: Adapted from Wikipedia article, Managerial 
Grid Model4)

Box: Managerial Grid model

The Managerial Grid is a kind of ‘universal space’ that is always relevant. It can be  
a helpful tool, raising and maintaining a degree of situational awareness combined  
with archetype diagnosis. 
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The wider debate around modern leadership theory and leader skills development 
between the so-called ‘numbers-people’ and ‘people-people’, has very firmly moved 
towards the ‘people-people’ side as the dominant concern.

The magnitude of this shift since the 1990s is amply illustrated in the Google Books 
Ngram Viewer analysis, in the chart below.

The rise of ‘emotional intelligence’, a claimed attribute of people-people, reflects a surge 
of feeling in recent decades that people (leaders and followers, and consumers of 
services provided by leaders and their followers) cannot be regarded as mere automata 
or cogs in machines. 

Instead, we must not forget that the well-being of individuals, organisations and  
society as a whole is an important system outcome and design our systems with that  
fact in mind.

emotional intelligence

managerial grid

1960 1970 19901980 2000



08

The counterpoint to a relentless focus on mechanical efficiency of production 
and the measurement and moulding of leaders and followers by fixed ‘styles’, 
traits’ or ‘circumstance’ is to focus on people and what makes them tick in 
terms of insights from humanism, social sciences and biology. (We’ll cover 
biology in the next section.)

Humanist, transformational leadership approaches

Box: Humanism

“Humanism is a philosophical and ethical stance that emphasizes the value and agency of human beings, 
individually and collectively, and affirms their ability to improve their lives through the use of reason and 
ingenuity as opposed to submitting blindly to tradition and authority or sinking into cruelty and brutality.” 

(Source:  Adapted from Wikipedia article Humanism5)

 
The fundamentals of modern Humanism are as follows:

1. Humanism is ethical

2. Humanism is rational

3. Humanism supports democracy and human rights

4. Humanism insists that personal liberty must be combined with social responsibility

5. Humanism is a response to the widespread demand for an alternative to  
dogmatic religion

6. Humanism values artistic creativity and imagination and recognises the transforming power of art

7. Humanism is a lifestance aiming at the maximum possible fulfilment through the cultivation of 
ethical and creative living and offers an ethical and rational means of addressing the challenges  
of our times.

(Source: Adapted from “The Amsterdam Declaration”, 20025)

Ethically-based approaches to leadership and what it means to become a leader have  
a long history. 
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We will now delve lightly into the characteristic of these people-centric  
leadership approaches...

The Google Ngram analysis in the graphic below shows that so-called ‘ethical leadership’ 
and ‘authentic leadership’ had presence throughout the 20th century but both 
experienced big upswings in attention in the later decades. Another variety, called 
‘servant leadership’, took off in the 1970s and has grown quickly to become more 
referenced and discussed than either of the other two by this measure. It is interesting 
to compare these three against numbers of references to the Managerial Grid model 
which rose and fell over the same period.

Compared to the scientific-rationalism of the Managerial Grid model, the people-
centric perspectives on leadership are much more the main focus of attention, 
especially since the turn of the millennium.
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The definitions of ethical and authentic leadership are somewhat fuzzy for 
non-specialist readers. They tend to be about characteristic behaviours, traits, 
values or purposes as expressed by the leader and intended to influence and 
satisfy the humanist requirements of the leader and their follower.

For ethical and authentic leaderships, the purpose and practice of work are rational. They 
respect human rights. They recognise the importance of personal liberty combined with 
social responsibility. They avoid dogma, or at least seriously question it. Creativity and 
imagination from everyone are valued. The detail of the work is democratically arrived at 
and it provides fulfilment for all those engaged in it.

When the focus is on an individual leader’s’ ability to win and influence followership, 
another umbrella term, ‘transformational leadership’, is used. The leader’s abilities and 
effects are said to transform the mindsets and opportunities for the fulfilment of their 
followers/stakeholders/shareholders.

In these environments, the performances of leaders and followers are to be measured 
against ethical and moral standards pertaining to legitimate/authentic ends, means and 
outcomes. These standards may be internally generated or externally by the norms of a 
wider society. Participants ask themselves first, “Am I, or are we, being authentic here?” 
When it is appropriate to the nature of the work or business, such metrics are held 
to rank alongside conventional commercial and financial measures to assess overall 
performance.

There can be a strong correlation between circumstance and where leadership roles 
lie in these environments. The leader cannot say, “My way or the highway!”, nor can 
the leader be everywhere all of the time. Instead there must be forms of contingent, 
emergent leadership, where a team member rises to the occasion to take responsibility 

Ethical and authentic leadership

“‘We are all one team.’ has to have tangible meaning”
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and lead their local group, for example, to make a difficult decision, solve a problem, or 
resolve an issue. All are to be constantly guided by the shared common purposes and 
values to which we are signed up.

This contingent and emergent leadership style is that of a coach and team developer-
manager. The task is to best equip oneself and the other team members to deal 
adaptively with whatever comes along. The mantra “We are all one team” has to have 
tangible meaning. Leadership opportunity can come to any member of the team who 

has the insight, vision and drive to take 
it and hold it. Leadership can, therefore, 
be a temporary role for anybody to play 
for the benefit of the team, rather than 
one person or a small, elite group always 
being the one and only.

In this worldview, great leaders are those 
who are great team developers and who 
consistently show they have more than 
the average insight, vision and drive. They 

inspire followership and are skilled at engineering team success. They don’t rely upon 
commanding action by dint of their authority-level in the organisation.

This depersonalisation of the seeking of ‘personal success’ finds a more fulsome 
expression in the servant leadership approach...

The notion of a leader as servant runs counter to the notion that leadership 
must actively ‘be the leader’; rather, the servant approach, by definition, avoids 
‘being the leader’ and instead focuses upon giving service so as to enable others 
to receive, to do, or to be the best they can be.

The servant leadership approach has particular resonance for those who have and 
embrace a ‘public service ethos’ – people who would authentically be described by 

Servant leadership

“There can be a strong 
correlation between 
circumstance and where 
leadership roles lie”
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themselves or others as ‘genuine public servants’ or who are personally ‘called to public 
service’. This is utterly different in spirit from those who consider their work in public 
service to be a transactional and contractual based relationship of ‘work for pay’.

The concept and role of a servant-leader was first espoused by Greenleaf in an essay, 
The Servant as Leader (1970). Later, recognising that servant-leaders work through 
institutions and organisations, Greenleaf extended the concept to The Institution as 
Servant (1972) and to those who strategically steer institutions and organisations in 
Trustees as Servants (1974)6.

Greenleaf was motivated to write by what he saw as a multi-level leadership crisis in 
the USA in the late 1960s and early 70s, a time when many were rebelling against the 
institutions of government and big business and the dogmas and received wisdom 
of the past. He observed that they were instead seeking new forms of societal and 
organisational leadership in flower power ‘Peace and Love’, anti-Vietnam war draft 
compliance, experiments in communal living, and demands to extend civil rights. 

He wrote6:

“A fresh critical look is being taken at the issues of power and authority, and people are 
beginning to learn, however haltingly, to relate to one another in less coercive and more 
creatively supporting ways. A new moral principle is emerging which holds that the only 
authority deserving one’s allegiance is that which is freely and knowingly granted by the 
led to the leader in response to, and in proportion to, the clearly evident servant stature 
of the leader. Those who choose to follow this principle will not casually accept the 
authority of existing institutions. Rather, they will freely respond only to individuals who 
are chosen as leaders because they are proven and trusted as servants. To the extent 
that this principle prevails in the future, the only truly viable institutions will be those 
that are predominantly servant-led ... I am mindful of the long road ahead before these 
trends, which I see so clearly, become a major society-shaping force. We are not there 
yet. But I see encouraging movement on the horizon.” 

“a multi-level leadership crisis”
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And this about the emergence of leadership as a role: 

“The servant-leader is servant first ... It begins with the natural feeling that one wants 
to serve, to serve first. Then conscious choice brings one to aspire to lead. That person 

is sharply different from one who is 
leader first, perhaps because of the need 
to assuage an unusual power drive or to 
acquire material possessions. For such it  
will be a later choice to serve – after 
leadership is established. The leader-first 
and the servant-first are two extreme types. 
Between them there are shadings and 
blends that are part of the infinite variety  
of human nature.” 

He went on: 

“The difference manifests itself in the care taken by the servant-first to make sure that 
other people’s highest priority needs are being served. The best test, and difficult to 
administer, is: ‘Do those served grow as persons? Do they, while being served, become 
healthier, wiser, freer, more autonomous, more likely themselves to become servants? 
And, what is the effect on the least privileged in society; will they benefit, or, at least, not 
be further deprived?’.”

To help clarify the subtlety and inherent challenge of the role, Greenleaf cited inspiration 
from the writings of Camus, a 20th century French philosopher, who said, “Don’t walk 
behind me; I may not lead. Don’t walk in front of me; I may not follow. Just walk beside 
me and be my friend.” And picking up Camus’s call for people to “Create Dangerously”, 
Greenleaf wrote:

“...as I ponder the fusing of servant and leader, it seems a dangerous creation: 
dangerous for the natural servant to become a leader, dangerous for the leader to be 
servant first, and dangerous for a follower to insist on being led by a servant. There are 
safer and easier alternatives available to all three.” 

“Many attempts to 
communicate are  
nullified by saying  
too much”
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The essential skills of the servant-leader are to listen and then take time to withdraw  
and (re-)orient oneself, so as to better understand before formulating and 
communicating a possible response to what needs to done. 

On the importance of this sequence of actions, Greenleaf observed, “Many attempts  
to communicate are nullified by saying too much. ... A commentator once observed:  
‘If you have something important to communicate, if you can possibly manage it – put 
your hand over your mouth and point.’ Someday we will learn what a great handicap 
language is.”

But the servant-leader is no walkover:

“The servant always accepts and empathizes, never rejects. The servant as leader always 
empathizes, always accepts the person but sometimes refuses to accept some of the 
person’s effort or performance as good enough. ... We have known this a long time in  
the family. For a family to be a family, no one can ever be rejected.”

And writing directly to the challenges and tasks facing most readers of this Insight report:

“It is part of the enigma of human nature that the ‘typical’ person – immature, stumbling, 
inept, lazy – is capable of great dedication and heroism if wisely led. Many otherwise 
able people are disqualified to lead because they cannot work with and through the 
half-people who are all there are. The secret of institution building is to be able to weld 
a team of such people by lifting them up to grow taller than they would otherwise be. ... 
People grow taller when those who lead them empathize and when they are accepted for 
what they are, even though their performance may be judged critically in terms of what 
they are capable of doing. Leaders who empathize and who fully accept those who go 
with them on this basis are more likely to be trusted.”

There are clear resonances between the ideals of the authentic, ethical and 
servant leadership approaches and the ideals of public service as exercised by 
established civil servants and other forms of giving service to the public.
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As these ideas have been incorporated in mainstream leadership and 
management thinking, so a number of variations on these key themes have 
emerged…

The Three Levels of Leadership: How 
to Develop Your Leadership Presence,  
Knowhow and Skill7 (Scouller, 2011)

Scouller advocates a ‘3P’ model of 
leadership, specifically the Public, Private 
and Personal:

• Public/Private leadership concerns 
outwards-facing dealings with people 
and focusing on group/individual 
purpose, vision, spirit and motivation 
(i.e. 1-to-many and 1-to-1 respectively) 

• Personal leadership is inward looking, 
drawing from humanist insights 
about what it is to be a leader and the 
associated skills associated.

The Wikipedia article7 Three levels of 
leadership model elaborates on and 
around Scouller’s thesis and describes  
how it draws from and sits with 
authenticity, servant-leader and shared 
leadership concepts.

Start With Why: How Great Leaders 
Inspire Everyone to Take Action8  
(Sinek, 2009)

Sinek puts authenticity to the fore in this 
strong and simple statement:

“People don’t buy WHAT you do, they 
buy WHY you do it.”

In his 2009 TED Talk9 How great leaders 
inspire, Sinek stated:

“[Martin Luther King] gave the ‘I have  
a dream’ speech, not the ‘I have a plan’ 
speech.”

“If you talk about what you believe, you 
will attract those who believe what you 
believe.”

“We follow those who lead, not for 
them, but for ourselves.” 

See also Why good leaders make you  
feel safe – a second TED Talk10 by Sinek 
from 2014.

Some other aspects of humanist,  
transformational leadership approaches
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Now we turn to insights on leadership from the social sciences and biology...

In 1990, Salovey and Mayer11 published a paper Emotional Intelligence that “presents  
a framework for emotional intelligence, a set of skills hypothesized to contribute to:

• the accurate appraisal and expression of emotion in oneself and others

• the effective regulation of emotion in self and others

• the use of feelings to motivate, plan, and achieve in one’s life.”

In the discussion of the use of feelings, Salovey and Mayer summarised:

“On the positive side, they [emotionally intelligent individuals] may enhance their  
own and other’s moods and even manage emotions so as to motivate others 
charismatically towards a worthwhile end. On the negative side, those whose skills are 
channelled antisocially may create manipulative scenes or lead others sociopathically  
to nefarious ends.”

The connection to the task of leadership is plain here in “motivate others charismatically 
towards a worthwhile end”. (Salovey and Mayer cite earlier work towards similar ends on 
active emotional impression management by Goffman (1959) and Hochschild (1983).)

When it comes to using emotional intelligence for individual or organisational benefit, 
Salovey and Mayer say that:

“When people approach life tasks with emotional intelligence, they should be at an 
advantage for solving problems adaptively. 

Emotional intelligence and neuroleadership

“an advantage for solving problems adaptively”
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“In the end, by recognizing the contribution of emotional intelligence to a healthy 
personality, and how to foster it, we may come to recognize advantageous qualities or 
needed changes in social institutions and cultural practices.”

The Google Books Ngram chart (below) for the search term ‘emotional intelligence’ 
versus other terms used earlier certainly bears out the notion that many did come to 
recognize something significant in this concept.

Many current descriptions of emotional intelligence split the concept into five distinct 
skills: three relating to the self (1-3 below) and two to inter-personal relations (4 and 5):

Self- 
awareness

Self- 
regulation

Self- 
motivation Social skills Empathy

servant leadership

emotional intelligence

ethical leadership
authentic leadership
managerial grid

1960 1980 200019901970
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The book12 Emotional Intelligence – Why it Can Matter More Than IQ (Goleman, 1995) 
became an influential best seller. Goleman connected Salovey and Mayer’s emotional 
intelligence with then recent neuroscientific investigations of how emotions are regulated 
in the human brain. He later went on to identify six leadership styles reflecting different 
aspects of emotional intelligence:13

1. Coercive leaders who demand immediate compliance

2. Authoritative leaders who mobilize people toward a vision

3. Affiliative leaders who create emotional bonds and harmony

4. Democratic leaders who build consensus through participation

5. Pacesetting leaders who expect excellence and self-direction

6. Coaching leaders who develop people for the future. 
 

Golman reported that, by his research 
observations, leaders who got the best 
results did not rely on any one leadership 
style. Instead, they varied their style on a 
daily, weekly, longer basis. (Some shades 
here of the need to take into account 
possibly varying Concerns for Production 
versus Concerns for People in Blake and 
Mouton’s4 Managerial Grid Model from 
the 1960’s.)

Clarity about, and further development of, the concept of emotional intelligence has 
led to a new form of behaviourist theory, sometimes called limbic leadership (aka limbic 
intelligence) or other times neuroleadership - see Box. This approach draws a distinction 
between rationalising and logical thinking associated with the human brain’s neo-cortex 
region and actions driven by emotional impulse that are associated with its limbic system 
(a collection of anatomically-related parts of the brain distinct from the neo-cortex).  

“leaders who got the best 
results did not rely on any 
one leadership style”
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After Rock14, the SCARF model (2006-8) involves “five domains of human social experience”: 

• Status 
concern about one’s relative importance to others

• Certainty  
concern that there is a predictable future for oneself

• Autonomy  
having a sense of control over events that affect oneself

• Relatedness  
comfort from belonging and a sense of safety with others

• Fairness  
there should be fairness in exchanges between people. 

“Status is about relative importance to others. Certainty concerns being able to predict the future. Autonomy 
provides a sense of control over events. Relatedness is a sense of safety with others, of friend rather than foe. 
And fairness is a perception of fair exchanges between people. 

“These five domains activate either the ‘primary reward’ or ‘primary threat’ circuitry  
(and associated networks) of the brain.”

Box: SCARF - a brain-based model for collaborating with  
and influencing others - a model of social threats and rewards

The primary interest here is in what these neuroscientific insights do to inform leaders 
about themselves first and then, in turn, about those they wish to influence.

An earlier version of a distinction between kinds of intelligence in the brain was 
Maclean’s15 ‘Triune Brain Model’ (1950-90s). He hypothesised the existence of three 
‘complexes’ – reptilian, paleomammalian (that he labelled the ‘limbic system‘ in 1952) and 
neomammalian – each having its own kind of characteristic intelligence. In recent times, 
the reptilian part has fallen way to leave attention on the limbic system as the seat of 
emotion and the neo-cortex as the seat of logical thinking.



20

A further development of the neuroscientific linkage to leadership behaviours appeared 
in Kahneman’s book16 Thinking, Fast and Slow (2011). Kahneman posited that human 
brains can be usefully thought of as having two basic character types: 

• so-called System 1 thinks quickly, is automatic, impulsive, involuntary even, and does 
so with little or no apparent effort 

• so-called System 2 is relatively slow, taking its time and noticeable effort to be 
deliberative, weighing this and that, calculating and doing focused concentration. 

The overall effect, Kahneman says, is that people tend to prefer to use System 1 to avoid 
work over deploying System 2, if they can. But, using either alone has risks, he notes, for 
sometimes the gut impulse is plain wrong (but it’s more often right!) and other times the 
hard work of slow thinking is prone to cognitive biases and inappropriate heuristic (rule 
of thumb) shortcuts. 

When an impulse drives System 1 first, Kahneman advises, “The way to block errors 
that originate in System 1 is simple in principle: recognize the signs that you are in a 
cognitive minefield, slow down, and ask for reinforcement from System 2”. (Shades here 
of Greenleaf’s advice to the servant leader to listen and then take time to withdraw and 
(re-)orient oneself so as to better understand before formulating and communicating a 
possible response.)

By understanding at a biological level how they and others think, and how both 
parties’ emotional responses can play into this, the emotionally intelligent are 
better equipped to consciously know and understand what they are doing (or is 
happening to/around them) and understand, and even influence, the emotions 
and behaviors of those they would have follow them.
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An extension of the notion that team leadership at the individual level can 
be transient and move around within a team is to consider what happens in 
complex scenarios involving so-called ‘distributed leadership’.

In public services today, there are many circumstances where the scope of a task/service/
new requirement bridges multiple teams within a given organisation and/or teams in two 
or more separate organisations.

Each ‘unit’ involved in such circumstances is likely to have its own distinct leadership, with 
its own view of purpose, ethical approach, performance measurement, etc. and most 
(all?) will not want (or be able) to subsume their identity into some transient amorphous 
whole. So there needs to be some form of effective, collective and distributed leadership.

The concern is not about finding the one best leader to cover the whole; rather it is 
about developing and using the diverse units’ distributed leadership capability. This 
new, ‘collective capability’, is the outcome of the social process of a community working 
together towards a common purpose.

The concept of distributed leadership began to come to prominence after an article in 
2000 by Gronn17 Distributed Properties: A New Architecture for Leadership. It has been 
taken up and developed by a number of others since. The Google Books Ngram Viewer 
chart (below) illustrates the trend to 2008 (the latest information the free tool provides):

Distributed Leadership

distributed leadership

1990 1992 1994 1996 1998 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008
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The fine detail of the histories, terminology and relationships with other similar sounding 
approaches such as ‘shared leadership’, ‘collective leadership’, ‘collaborative leadership’, 
‘delegated leadership’, ‘democratic leadership’ and ‘emergent leadership’ is for the 
academic specialist. There is considerable overlap. 

It will suffice for present purposes to note that there are three premises about 
distributed leadership that are widely shared today and relevant to our circumstances:

• Distributed leadership is an emergent property of a group or network of  
interacting individuals

• There is openness to the boundaries of leadership

• Useful varieties of expertise are distributed across the many, not the few.

(Source: Adapted from Distributed Leadership in Organizations, Bolden18)

In distributed leadership scenarios, there is often a rolling and dynamic set of 
circumstances (a ‘system’) where Leaders, Followers and Situations stimulate actions that 
feed back into each other. At any one time, therefore, Leaders may become Followers, 
Followers influence Leaders, and Situations influence who is emergent Leader and who is 
emergent Follower. What develops over time is a shared or common ‘leadership practice’ 
that is effective for the organisation or group of organisations – i.e. their common ‘way of 
working’ at that time.

This is not an easy pattern of leadership to design, make work and persist with. Bolden18 

makes these comments:

“To appreciate why organizations (and other social groups) operate in the ways they do, 
it is important to remain alert to the dynamics of power and influence, and how they 
enable or constrain particular forms of engagement in leadership practice.”

“‘collective capability’ is the outcome  
of the social process of a community working 

together towards a common purpose”
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“To truly acknowledge the dynamics of power and influence that permeate our 
organizations and societies, we need to pay more attention to issues such as competition 
between leaders, micropolitics and the rhetoric of partnerships.”

Scenarios involving multiple, collaborative partnerships between separate 
organisations each with distinct leaderships are increasingly common. This 
presents particular collective challenges in developing and then sustaining a kind 
of distributed leadership practice to steer the whole. All of the parties involved 
must positively engage with each other, bringing their best to the party.

The particular case of public-private ‘partnerships’ deserves a special note here. 

There can be a perception at least that the public sector ethos – as represented, say, 
in the Nolan Principles of Selflessness, Integrity, Objectivity, Accountability, Openness, 
Honesty19 – rubs unhappily against the profit motive; leading to public attempts to 
confine and control the private, by strict contract terms, for example, rather than truly 
embracing partnership guided by common purposes.

But there are many in private and third sector organisations who do share values of 
selflessness, integrity, objectivity, accountability, openness and honesty and seek to have 
social value out of what they do; so for public representatives to claim these for their 
own is arguably an injustice at least, and a major lost opportunity at worst. 

In its 2017 report20 A New Public Service Ethos – Next Generation Public Service Reform, 
think-tank Localis made this high purpose-oriented observation of interest to distributed 
public–private leaderships:

“... the perceived corrosion of the public service ethos by private sector involvement is too 
simplistic, rather we have argued that this sense of corrosion or ‘loss’ is a result of private 
sector organisations being relatively successful at assimilating social justice values. 
How we contract for social justice in the future therefore will be of importance. The last 
thirty years of public-private collaboration represent something of a ‘silent victory’, as 
the public service market has increasingly become culturally aligned. There is however 
a danger that this is ignored, by not trying to explore how to express and capture it 
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better. This is also an issue that transcends the public service market. New generations 
of workers are seeing organisations outside of the state as being equal, if not better, 
creators of social value. Social justice as a point of competitive advantage could affect 
the talent pool of service providers and staff alike.”

And all may no go smoothly in public sector partnerships environments. The recent 
ending of the London Tri-borough partnership between Westminster, Hammersmith 
& Fulham and Chelsea & Kensington underlines the key role of establishing and then 
sustaining a common practice of leadership and what can happen when that fails –  
see Box. It appears that the abandonment of a desire to continue to make distributed 
leadership work, and consequent reversion to local priorities first broke the partnership.

The Triborough partnership was established between three Conservative-led administrations in  
2011, aiming to share provision and support of adult social care, children’s services and public health, 
for example. 

The benefits of sharing were operational efficiencies leading to cost savings – an important political 
and practical necessity at that time. 

In due course, circumstances changed and the scope for ever more cost savings within existing 
modes of practice ran out and political leadership decisions about strictly local priorities, rather than 
distributed, collaborative ones, came to the fore. Hammersmith & Fulham had switched to Labour 
control in 2014. 

As one Press commentator put it (emphasis added)20: 

“It’s not a technical difference about efficient service delivery (although that’s part of it); it’s a 
philosophical difference about what public services really are and how the public realm should 
function. That’s not easily resolved where you have diverse and divergent political control.”

Box: The London Triborough partnership

“reversion to local priorities first  
broke the partnership”
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Instability today places a premium on being adaptive in order to cope with 
inherent complexity. This has spawned the practices of ‘adaptive leadership’ 
and ‘complexity leadership’.

In their influential 2009 book22 The Practice of Adaptive Leadership; Tools and Tactics 
for Changing Your Organization and the World’, Heifetz, Grashow and Linsky emphasise 
leadership’s careful observation of events in order to seek patterns, formulate 
hypotheses and test decisions.

The premise is that much is unknowable so, in essence, it is a good strategy to 
experiment and to do more of what you find works well while it continues to work. Don’t 
expect what’s working now to continue to do so forever; be ready to adapt when it stops. 

This is undoubtedly an uncomfortable state of being for those who prefer stability and 
predictability in their work, but it is par for the course for those who see instability as an 
opportunity to show leadership in the face of change. 

Leadership in complex (aka ‘wicked’) scenarios is particularly challenging because simple 
cause and effect relationships are absent or unreliable, and system behaviours are 
unpredictable, variable and emergent.

In their 2007 paper23 Complexity Leadership Theory: Shifting leadership from the 
industrial age to the knowledge era, Uhl-Bien, Marion and McKelvey note that complexity 
leadership theory:

“frames leadership as a complex interactive dynamic from which adaptive outcomes  
(e.g. learning, innovation, and adaptability) emerge.”

Adaptive and complexity leadership

“simple cause and effect relationships are  
absent or unreliable, and system behaviours  

are unpredictable, variable and emergent”
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“[is] a leadership paradigm that focuses on enabling the learning, creative, and adaptive 
capacity of complex adaptive systems within a context of knowledge-producing 
organizations.” 

Adaptive and complexity leadership approaches also recognise that leadership roles can 
move around sets of people and between organisations/places as emergence reveals 
them or circumstances require them to do so. As such, these can also be described as 
varieties of the distributed leadership model.

An ‘entangled relationship’ between leadership approaches can develop, requiring 
each to be used as best suits the circumstances of the time. Advocates of adaptive 
and complexity leadership promote no single ‘leadership approach’ as being the 
universal ideal for complex circumstances.
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Summary and takeaway points

The working environments in which Socitm members and their teams operate tend 
towards Theory Y-type. On that basis, one would expect participative management 
styles would be the more successful strategies for leaders to adopt.

There are clear resonances between the ideals of the authentic, ethical and servant 
leadership approaches and the ideals of public service as exercised by established 
civil servants and other forms of giving service to the public.

Compared to the scientific-rationalism of the Managerial Grid model, the people-
centric perspectives on leadership are much more the main focus of attention, 
especially since the turn of the millennium.

The Managerial Grid is a kind of ‘universal space’ that is always relevant. It can be  
a helpful tool, raising and maintaining a degree of situational awareness combined  
with archetype diagnosis. 

An ‘entangled relationship’ between leadership approaches can develop, requiring 
each to be used as best suits the circumstances of the time. Advocates of adaptive 
and complexity leadership promote no single ‘leadership approach’ as being the 
universal ideal for complex circumstances.

Scenarios involving multiple, collaborative partnerships between separate 
organisations each with distinct leaderships are increasingly common. This presents 
particular collective challenges in developing and then sustaining a kind of distributed 
leadership practice to steer the whole. All of the parties involved must positively 
engage with each other, bringing their best to the party.

By understanding at a biological level how they and others think, and how both 
parties’ emotional responses can play into this, the emotionally intelligent are better 
equipped to consciously know and understand what they are doing (or is happening 
to/around them) and understand, and even influence, the emotions and behaviors of 
those they would have follow them.
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