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Some Thoughts on Leadership

Rex C Mitchell, Ph.D.

Leadership continues to receive substantial attention.  For example, a search on “leadership” books at Amazon produces over 191,000 entries.  Many different approaches and theories have been offered in response to the questions “what is leadership,”  “what is a leader?”  The purpose of this short essay is rethink the major models and theories in order to revisit some of the ways I think about leadership.

Background
One of the earliest recorded reports of leadership is of Moses leading his people out of Egypt and in the wilderness for some 40 years (c. 1300 B.C.).  Among his actions and characteristics were: be clear about what you want, take a stand, persist, delegate to competent people, create rules that work but be flexible, think quickly, use symbols effectively, and sustain the confidence and hope of your followers.

Chinese history states that under the leadership of Confucius (551-479 B.C.) a moral example was set.  In Book 1 of The Analects, Confucius identifies some important leadership behaviors:  take your work seriously, be decisive but cautious, persevere without expecting any rewards, be loyal and trustworthy, surround yourself with the right people, recognize and correct your mistakes, stay humble.

Lao Tzu  (probably c.500 B.C.) is best known for the quotation: "A leader is best when people barely know he exists, when his work is done, his aim fulfilled, they will say: we did it ourselves."  In the Tao Te Ching, he taught that simplicity, patience, and compassion were the three greatest treasures.  He also advocated knowing yourself, having the confidence to be simply yourself, embrace change since it is inevitable, have kindness and compassion for others, and remain humble.  “The wise man is one who knows what he does not know.”

Plato (428-328 B.C.), in The Republic, recognized that leadership requires ambition; however, the greatest challenge in being a good leader is to keep one’s ego in check and to put the interests of the followers above one’s own.  He observed that it is difficult for the ambitious to confront their weaknesses and pursue self-knowledge, but he insisted that they should do this and seek inner wisdom.

Aristotle (384-322  B.C.) identified many virtues of leadership, including: courage, temperance, integrity, tolerance, patience, helping others, and self-sufficiency.  Among his sage observations are: “to avoid criticism, say nothing, do nothing, be nothing,” and “we are what we repeatedly do.”

In the last couple of centuries, a considerable variety of leadership theories or models have been suggested.  These theories can be categorized by what aspect is believed to best define the leader. The most notable one's are: “Great Man Theory”, Trait Theory, Behavioral Theories, Contingency Theories, Transactional Theories, and Transformational Theories. 

The “Great Man” Theory is a long-standing traditional view that history can be explained largely by the impact of great persons, highly influential individuals who had a decisive historical impact.  It was founded on the belief that leaders are born, rather than developed. This theory was popularized by Scottish writer Thomas Carlyle (1840).  However, in the 1860s, Herbert Spencer proposed a different formulation that has remained influential to the present. Spencer (1896) argued that such leaders are the products of their societies, and that their impacts would have been impossible without the prevailing economic/political/social conditions.

Trait Theory is an extension of the previous theory, emphasizing that certain traits distinguish a leader from a non-leader.  Many sets of traits/characteristics have been offered in the literature.  Items from ten sources are summarized in Table 1.  Some entries in the table are a cluster of different labels used by different sources. The only characteristic cited as important in all ten sources is a cluster of integrity, honest, trustworthy, ethical, transparent, and authentic.  Next in frequency (7 of 10) is the cluster:  thoughtful, empathetic, supportive, warm.  Next (6 of 10) are two clusters:  (a) inspirational, passionate, enthusiastic, influential, and (b) creative, innovative, visionary.

Integrity is an especially important aspect of the top cluster, and requires more than any of the other aspects in this cluster.  Honesty is necessary, but not sufficient, for integrity.  Integrity requires three additional steps: discerning what is right and what is wrong; acting on what you have discerned, even at personal cost, and saying openly that you are acting on your understanding of right and wrong (see Mitchell 2017 for more on this).  

One complication in considering the many sets of “traits” is that the sources provide various mixtures of what could be labeled traits, qualities, characteristics, skills, behaviors, practices, etc - and sometimes cross over into roles and/or responsibilities.

Behavioral theories evolved from the premise that the behaviors of leaders are more important than their traits/skills.  Research (beginning with the Ohio State and Michigan studies in the 1940s and 1950s) found that the ways in which leaders behave, in terms of the relative emphasis on being more directive about tasks or more supportive of personal relationships, impacts their 

effectiveness. The Leadership Grid of Blake and Mouton (1964) was one prominent way of operationalizing this concept.  Hersey and Blanchard’s Situational Leadership (1969) extended the concept of leadership styles by identifying how leaders should adapt their task/relationship behaviors to match the needs and abilities of their followers.  Their model also fits in the next section on contingency.

Drucker (2017) focused particularly on effectiveness.  “Effectiveness is getting the right things done. There is nothing so useless as doing efficiently that which should not be done at all.” He identified five practices have to be acquired to be effective, and maintained that “effectiveness, like any habit, can be learned”:

1.  Focus on outward contributions

2.  Set the right priorities and stay within them -  concentrate on the few major areas for producing outstanding results 

3. Work systematically - effective people work systematically at managing the little of their time that can be brought under control

4.  Make effective decisions

5.  Build on strengths - of the leader and of others

Contingency theories emphasize the situation in which leadership occurs, e.g., task (s), structure, systems, environment, and also various factors in both the leader and followers.  The early work on contingency by Fiedler (1978) considers three key elements:  leader-member relations, task structure, and position power.  Path-Goal theories consider an even more complex set of contingencies, leading to leader behaviors that clarify the paths to attaining goals, help followers progress along these paths, remove barriers to goal attainment, and motivate followers - in order to meet group/organizational goals.

Transactional leadership is based on a transaction or exchange process between leaders and followers.  The leader recognizes the needs and desires of the followers, then creates ways to satisfy these needs and desires in exchange for meeting objectives and/or performing duties.   Leaders depend on followers for goal attainment and legitimacy, while followers rely on leaders for material and symbolic rewards.  Both leaders and followers seek a “fair” exchange.

The essence of Transformational Theories is that leaders transform their organizations and their followers through their inspirational nature and charismatic personalities. The leader works together with others to identify significant changes and create an inspiring vision to guide and execute these changes.  The leader is responsible for creating an environment that intentionally creates change, promotes individual development, and facilitates positive and enduring progress around shared values.

The Leadership Challenge of Kouzes & Posner (2017) appears here in a separate section for two main reasons: (a)  it is both a behavioral and transformational approach and (b) its prominence in current leadership theory and practice (the book is now in its 6th edition, since 1987).  The authors state:

Leadership is a relationship between those who aspire to lead and those who choose to follow. Success in leadership, business, and life is a function of how well people work and play together, and success in leading depends on the capacity to build and sustain the human relationships that enable people to get extraordinary things done.

From their extensive research, they discovered that when leaders are performing at their personal best there are five core practices common to all. Listed under each practice are the behaviors that serve as the basis for learning to perform that practice:

1.  Model the Way


* Find your voice by clarifying your personal values


* Set the example by aligning actions with shared values

2.  Inspire a Shared Vision


* Envision the future by imagining exciting and ennobling possibilities


* Enlist others in a common vision by appealing to shared aspirations

3.  Challenge the Process


* Search for opportunities by seeking innovative ways to change, grow, and improve


* Experiment and take risks by constantly generating small wins and learning from mistakes

4.  Enable Others to Act


* Foster collaboration by promoting cooperative goals and building trust


* Strengthen others by sharing power and discretion

5.  Encourage the Heart


* Recognize contributions by showing appreciation for individual excellence


* Celebrate values and victories by creating a spirit of community

My Thinking About Leadership
This section deals with ongoing leadership, in contrast to a brief event. It relates primarily to leaders in a broad setting, one with complexity and uncertainty (in contrast to a foreman leading six workers on a production line, for example).

Four terms are used here with the following meanings:

* Traits are largely intrinsic characteristics (e.g., intelligence, optimism, flexibility)

* Skills are primarily learned abilities to do certain behaviors or tasks (e.g., write clearly, analyze data, make good decisions, manage conflict)

* Characteristics are the mixture of traits, skills, styles, and behaviors of an individual

* Practices are clusters of behaviors that have an effect/outcome that can be identified (e.g., enable others to act) 

Each of the theories outlined in the previous section has value and emphasizes certain aspects of leadership.  There is no need to debate which is “best.”  They each contain part of the story.

Here are seven important points about leadership, based on the literature and my experience:

1.  Traits are important, but not sufficient


At least minimal levels of certain traits are needed to perform specific behaviors.  Higher levels of these traits tend to make it easier to learn a behavior and to perform it more effectively.  For example, an individual with low intelligence will be limited in what can be learned, understanding what is being learned, and applying what is learned.  A leader who is very inflexible will have difficulty dealing with uncertainty or rapidly changing conditions.  A leader with high courage will be more likely to create new experiences and confront challenges directly.

2.  Traits are a function of both heredity and environment


We come into this world with many precursors of physical, mental, and emotional traits.  These can be enhanced or modified by early environment, family and care-givers, and experiences.  As we grow toward adulthood, our traits are affected by schooling, training, influence of family and others, and our experiences (especially if we learn from them!).  Even as adults, there can be shaping of many traits, e.g., patience or self-awareness.

3.  Individuals differ in their abilities to perform certain behaviors


This is a truism, based on common sense and everyday experiences. Differences are a result of each individual’s characteristics, experience, development, and commitment relative to certain behaviors.

4.  Some traits and behaviors have high value across a wide range of contingencies


Many of the characteristics in Table 1 have been presented as important in a broad range of situations, especially those characteristics cited by multiple sources.  It would be hard to identify situations in which such characteristics as integrity, intelligence, and emotional stability are not of value.

5.  The relative usefulness/effectiveness of various traits, styles, and behaviors differ across various contingencies


Clearly, different sets of contingencies require or benefit from different leader characteristics.  For example, an army squad leader in a battle front needs a rather different set of characteristics than does the leader of a large religious organization in stable operations.  The necessary characteristics of the founder of a start-up, high-tech company are different than those for the CEO of a 20-year-old furniture manufacturing company.

6.  An individual can improve some traits and can learn and improve most skills and behaviors


Skills are primarily learned, even walking.  Our education, training, and experience all contribute to a set of skills, each with some level of proficiency.   The plethora of leadership books, media, workshops, courses, and programs are intended to improve various skills and practice new (improved) behaviors.

7.  Learning new skills or behaviors requires substantial effort with ongoing feedback


Here is the executive summary from the article, Why Good Leaders Can’t Use Good Advice  (Mitchell & Rossmoore, 2001).

There is an abundance of good advice on what leaders and organizations need, but there are fundamental reasons why they can not implement the advice. Knowing what to do and what structural features are desirable may be necessary, but are not sufficient for leaders to use the advice successfully.  Leaders need to develop new internal programming to replace the innate, pervasive programming that prohibits even good leaders from implementing good advice.  Their double-bind is that the internal programming shared by all not only keeps them from successfully using good advice, but it also keeps them from examining or questioning their own thinking.  This unawareness seals them off from making the necessary, internal changes.  This paper describes a process by which leaders can develop an improved internal framework and use it in practice, despite the self-sealing features of their old programming.

Learning new skills or behaviors is possible. The hard part is producing the personal learning necessary to implement good advice.  The learning takes a big commitment, and it requires tolerating significant, intermittent increases in emotional discomfort.  However, successful learning results in improved individual and organizational performance, as well as increasing personal satisfaction.


Table 1.  Important Leader Traits/Characteristics
Trait/Characteristic
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

integrity, honest, trustworthy, ethical, transparent, authentic
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

credibility

X




X




fair

X

X




X


good emotional intelligence, self-awareness, self-control
X



X
X

X
X


judgment, strategic & critical thinking




X

X




humility
X
X





X
X


thoughtful, empathetic, supportive, warm
X
X


X
X

X
X
X

collaborative





X
X




patient

X

X




X


open, broad-minded
X






X



flexible, resilient, adaptable, has good frustration tolerance
X
X







X

drive, tenacity, focus, decisive,

self-confident, assertive
X
X
X



X


X

responsible, dependable
X
X

X







courage
X
X
X





X
X

communication ability

X







X

intelligence
X


X







competence, knowledge
X


X


X




creative, innovative, visionary
X
X
X
X

X
X




inspirational, passionate, enthusiastic, influential

X
X
X

X


X
X

appetite for learning, improvement
X





X




sense of humor
X










Key to sources:  1=DuBrin, 2=Drucker, 3=Bennis, 4=Kouzes & Posner, 5=Gourguechon (on U.S. Army), 6=Huffington, 7=Hughes, 8=Hayward (on Churchill), 9=Lao-Tzu, 10=Morris (on Aristotle)
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