
Topic 1 - The nature and importance of leadership  

Introduction 

There is no one universal truth when it comes to leadership. 

 

Some say leadership is the ability to influence a group towards the achievement of goals. Others say 

that leadership is the capacity in replicating abilities in other people and empowering them to devise 

their own systems and procedures. While some others argue that leadership is best seen in terms of the 

contribution to the group’s process made by any or all members depending on the circumstances.  

 

Leadership does not reside exclusively in the executive suite but in the collective intelligence of 

employees at all levels. It is needed at all levels in an organisation not only among people in high-

level positions who exercise influence from a position of formal authority. Even a person not assigned 

to a formal leadership role can practice leadership, exercising influence through special skills or 

resources that meet the needs of other people. 

 

This week you are given a detailed description of the meaning of leadership as well as an explanation 

of the various leadership (not management) roles, a framework and model for understanding 

leadership and an account of how leadership skills are developed. A section about the development of 

followship is also included.  

Learning Objectives 

Following completion of this module, its associated readings and exercises, you will be able to:  

 Consider the early years in the development of the theory pertaining to leadership. 

 Explain the meaning of leadership, the role of leadership, and how it differs from 

management. 

 Describe how leadership influences organizational performance. 

 Describe a framework for understanding leadership. 

 Consider several traits, behaviours, and attitudes of a leader and a successful follower. 

Early Theory  
Modern leadership as we know it began in the early 20

th
 century with the work of the classical 

theorists, and general administrative theories.  

 
Frederick Taylor (1856-1915) is known as the “father” of scientific management and his theories are 

known as “Taylorism”.   Taylor proposed that management gave orders, directed the work and 

monitored the results of the work.  In the workplace, tasks were simplified with a “one best way” for 

doing each job, as determined by motion study.  Responsibility for planning and thinking was taken 

away from the workers.  At the same time, workers were offered incentives to perform effectively. 

Max Weber (1864-1920), a proponent of bureaucratic management, promoted the idea of: labour 

specialisation – jobs being broken down into defined tasks; formal rules and procedures – applied 

uniformly; a well defined hierarchy, and career advancement based on merit. Henri Fayol (1841-

1925), a French industrialist, believed that management could be taught.  He is attributed with 

responsibility for the concept of planning, leading, organising, commanding and co-ordinating as 

fundamental management responsibilities. Next came the behaviourists including Mary Parker 

Follett (1868-1933), who attributed significance to the functioning of groups in organisations and the 

autonomy of groups. The management theories attributed to the behaviourists include the Hawthorne 

Studies (hence “the Hawthorne” effect) and the work of both Abraham Maslow and Douglas 

McGregor. The Hawthorne Studies concluded that productivity increases when employees are 

“noticed” and became an example of the behavioural approach to leading. Abraham Maslow (1908-

1970) developed a theory of motivation (his “hierarchy of needs”) based on assumptions about a 



person’s basic needs, the fulfillment of these needs, and that needs form part of a hierarchy.  Douglas 

McGregor (1906-1964) was responsible for the concept of Theory X and Theory Y 

managers/leaders, which explains assumptions leaders make about their workers.  Theory X leaders 

believe their workers are fundamentally lazy, that they need to be coerced to work effectively, that 

they do not want responsibility and need to be threatened with punishment to work productively. 

Conversely, Theory Y leaders recognised that their employees do not shirk work, they will work 

autonomously if allowed to, that they will achieve goals if appropriately rewarded and that they will 

seek responsibility.  

 

Thus it is clear that solid groundwork was laid for the development of a leadership theory that is 

appropriate for the present time and into the foreseeable future with much of the earlier work being 

still applicable today. 

The meaning of leadership 
So, what does it mean to be a leader?  

 

To be a leader, one has to make a difference and facilitate positive changes. Leaders inspire and 

stimulate others to achieve worthwhile goals. Thus a useful definition of leadership is the ability to 

inspire confidence and to support the people who are needed to achieve organizational goals at all 

levels in the organisation. As we shall see, the elements which make up the leadership process include 

a leader, group members and a context of the situation. 

Leadership as a partnership and shared responsibility  

Rather than perpetuating the belief that a single individual, who is the formal leader, can lead us to a 

successful future, we are in need of other individuals, who are group members, to take on 

responsibility for leadership. Particularly when they have the expertise, experience, or passion for a 

particular issue. Shared leadership shifts leadership depending on whose expertise is most relevant at 

the moment. This perspective on leadership is when the leader is in partnership, being connected to 

another in such a way that the power between the two is approximately balanced. Partnership occurs 

when control shifts from the leader to the group member. Empowerment and team building support 

and underpin the idea of shared leadership. However, shared leadership does not abdicate the formal 

leader's accountability. Instead it implies a shared responsibility for problem identification, solutions 

and action taking. 

Leadership as a relationship 

Leadership is a relationship between the leader and the people being led. Research indicates that 

having good relationships with group members is a major success factor, and opens up the 

possibilities of new ideas and successful contribution from others. In the book The Leadership 

Challenge by James Kouzes and Barry Posner, the authors go into great detail about the importance of 

building camaraderie among the people you are leading, arguing that if you have a meaningful 

relationship with another person you can work more effectively together. Your efforts can be 

channelled toward the same common outcome, common goal or consistent purpose. Leaders would do 

well to recognise the importance of building solid relationships and building connections with the 

people they lead. Simply listening, appreciating and acknowledging sets you on the path of building 

solid relationships. This involves paying attention to what others are saying, focusing in on what is 

being conveyed, appreciating what others do and valuing their contribution. Notwithstanding the 

impact of the internet, with its emphasis on interacting with people electronically, which has changed 

slightly how leaders build relationships, the fundamentals of listening, appreciating and 

acknowledging still remain valid. 

Leadership Versus Management 

Are leadership and management two distinctive and complimentary systems of action? Is it fair to say 

managers promote stability while leaders press for change?  
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Simply put, the manager brings order in a complex enterprise, is involved with planning and 

budgeting, organising and staffing, and controlling and problem solving. Management deals more 

with maintaining equilibrium and the status quo. Leadership deals with change, inspiration, 

motivation, and influence. The leader copes with rapid change, sets a direction, aligns and motivates 

people.  

 

Despite these distinctions, organisational leaders must still be good managers and effective managers 

must also carry out leadership activities. Mintzberg emphasizes also that the difference between 

leadership and management should not be overdrawn. Drucker’s (2001) view is that management is a 

discipline that subsumes and incorporates leadership skills. 

 

According to Kotter (1996), managers must know how to lead as well as manage. Traditionally, one 

tries to differentiate leader and manager characteristics. However, it is becoming increasingly difficult 

to separate the two. Leadership tends to focus more on the interpersonal and management tends to 

give greater emphasis to informational and decisional factors. There are several key distinctions 

between management and leadership: 

 

 Management Leadership 

Direction Planning and budgeting 

Keeping an eye on the bottom line 

Creating vision and strategy 

Keeping an eye on the horizon 

Alignment Organising and staffing 

Directing & controlling 

Creating Boundaries 

Creating shared culture and values 

Helping others grow 

Reducing boundaries 

Relationships Producing/selling goods 

Based on position power 

Acting as Boss 

Inspiring and motivating followers 

Based on personal power 

Acting as coach, facilitator, servant 

Personal Qualities Emotional distance 

Expert mind 

Talking 

Conformity 

Insight into Organisation 

Emotional connections 

Open mind 

Listening 

Nonconformity 

Insight into self 

Outcomes Maintains stability Creates change, often radical change 

 

Management is more formal and scientific than leadership 

Management is an explicit set of tools and techniques, based on reasoning and testing. 

Leadership involves having a vision and mobilising people to accomplish it. 

Management is more rational, structured and centralized 

Management has explicit policies, rules and procedures to follow. It is more centralised in decision 

making and often follows the hierarchy of control. 

Leadership requires co-operation and teamwork. Leadership focuses on keeping the key people in that 

network motivated, using every manner of persuasion. 

Management has no major emphasis in change  

Management focuses on the functions of: planning, organising, budgeting and controlling. Change is 

not what they prefer. 

Leadership produces change, often to a dramatic degree that could cause major disruption and 

produce new ways of doing things. 

Management prefers stability, implements vision and achieves what the leader formulates 

Top-level managers just manage (or maintain) organisations and implement the vision 

Top leaders are likely to initiate new visions and transform the organization. 



The impact of leadership on organisational performance 
An important justification for studying leadership is that leaders affect organisational performance. 

Executive leadership actions may affect performance, but only if the leader is perceived to be 

responsible and inspirational and if their behaviours include engaging employees in the company’s 

vision and inspiring employees to elevate their goals. Thus, the vision part of leadership appears to be 

particularly significant, as does enthusiasm and the ability to work with others. The flexible leadership 

theory of Yukl contends that organizational performance is stronger when the influence of middle and 

lower-level leaders on important decisions is commensurate with their unique, relevant knowledge.  

 

But what if formal leadership does not make a difference? According to the antileadership argument 

leadership has a smaller impact on organizational outcomes than do situational forces. When there are 

substitutes for leadership, such as closely-knit teams of highly trained individuals, intrinsic 

satisfaction, computer technology (monitoring of work by computer) and professional norms, the 

leader’s role is almost superfluous. Pfeffer goes on to argue that leadership is irrelevant to most 

organisational outcomes because factors outside the leader’s control are important. Part of the 

argument is that leaders have limited control over resources. Jim Collins argues that the leader’s 

personality is less important than the personality of the organization, especially when top leaders are 

chosen based on those values, which are compatible with the values of the firm. Finally, organisations 

are complex systems that cannot be explained by the usual rules of nature. Leaders and managers can 

do little to alter the course of the complex organizational system.  

 

Yet despite these constraints leaders still have key roles in organizations today. The real question 

might be ‘under what conditions do leaders make a difference?’ 

Leadership Roles 
Understanding leadership roles helps explain leadership. A common thread in leadership roles is that 

the managerial leader in some ways inspires or influences others. An important implication of these 

roles is that managers at all levels can and should exert leadership.  

 

A role is an expected set of activities or behaviours stemming from the job.  

 

For example: The Figurehead engages in ceremonial activities; The Spokesperson keeps key groups 

informed about the activities of the organization or organizational unit; The Negotiator makes deals 

with others for needed resources; The Motivator recognises achievement, gives feedback and gives 

suggestions for performance improvement; The Entrepreneur suggests innovative ideas and 

furthering the business; The Strategic Planner sets a direction for the organization, helping the firm 

deal with the external environment and policy setting. 

A framework for understanding leadership  
Leadership is a function of both the leader AND those being led AND the complexity of the 

situational and environmental context. A key point in the model is that leadership is a multilevel 

phenomenon. The leader interacts with group members one at a time, and also with the group. At the 

same time, leadership takes place in the context of the organization and the external environment. 

Very importantly, in this model, to be an effective leader one needs good followers (or group 

members). In fact leaders cannot exist without followers. 

 

L = f (l, gm, s) 

L = function (leader, group members, situational variables).  

 

To understand leadership effectiveness we extend the situational perspective to include four sets of 

variables that are interrelated, with some linkages stronger than others. An example of a strong link is 

that leader characteristics and traits affect leader behaviour and styles: 

1. Leader characteristics and traits,  



2. Leader behaviour and style,  

3. Group member characteristics,  

4. The internal and external environment.  

 

Leader characteristics and traits refer to a leader’s inner qualities that help the leader 

function effectively in many situations. Examples include self-confidence and problem-solving 

ability. 

Leader behaviour and style refer to the activities the leader engages in, including his/her 

characteristic approach. Examples include participative leadership and task-orientation behaviour. 

Group member characteristics consider the attributes of the group members. Examples 

include their intelligence and high level of motivation to assist the leader with doing an outstanding 

job. 

Internal and external environment takes into account the elements/forces of the situation 

that may or may not be within the leader’s control 

 

Followership: being an effective group member 
The Followership model as defined by Barbara Kellerman of Harvard Business School, considers the 

personal characteristics of productive followers and takes into account the importance of collaboration 

between leaders and followers. Essentially followers differ in their individual engagement to being a 

group member. The types of followers: isolates, bystanders, participants, activists, diehards, differ 

substantially in talent and motivation, where the isolate shows the least level of engagement through 

to the diehard who shows the highest level of engagement. Effective followers display the personal 

characteristics and qualities of effective leaders.  

 

In brief: 

1. Isolates are completely detached and support the status quo; There to do what they must to get 

by and nothing more; Alienated from the system, the group, the organization; Silent and ignored; By 

default, they strengthen leaders who already have the upper hand. 

2. Bystanders are free-riders – content to let others make the group’s decisions and do the 

group’s work; Frequently detached; Observe, but do not participate; Make deliberate decisions to 

stand aside and disengage from leaders and the group dynamic; Their withdrawal is a declaration of 

neutrality that amounts to support for whoever; They do nothing even when doing something is not 

especially costly or especially risky; The fact is that followers who stand by and do nothing give other 

followers a bad name – to withdraw is to cede to those who have more power, authority and influence 

than do we to make decisions. 

3. Participants show enough engagement to invest some of their own time and money to make a 

difference; They either clearly favor their leaders and groups and organization – OR – they are clearly 

opposed; They invest their engagement to try to have an impact; By and large, leaders WANT 

followers who are participants – assuming they are in support and not in opposition; There are those 

followers who while generally supportive of their leader and of the organization of which they are 

members, nevertheless go their own way. 

4. Activists are considerably engaged, and eager to demonstrate their support or opposition; Feel 

strongly about their leaders and act accordingly; They are eager, energetic, and engaged; They work 

hard either on behalf of their leaders – OR – to undermine and unseat them; They are either a major 

resource or a major bane; They care – they care a great deal; They care about their leaders, pro or con; 

They care about each other, presumably pro; They care about the whole of which they are a part; They 

can be dangerous when they are so determined to have an impact that is ill-considered or 

wrongheaded; They should be watched and they should be judged. 

5. Diehards are super-engaged, and willing to go down for their cause, or oust a leader they 

believe is headed in the wrong direction; Are prepared to die if necessary for their cause, whether an 

individual, an idea, or both; Deeply devoted to their leaders – OR – ready to remove them from 



positions of power, authority, and influence by any means necessary; Defined by their dedication; Is 

all-consuming – it is who you are – it determines what you do. 

 

Certain effective group member characteristics that facilitate followership are identified as: Self-

management or thinking for oneself and working well without close supervision; Commitment to 

something beyond oneself; Building competence and focusing direct effort for maximum impact; and 

the courage to think independently and to fight for what one believes is right.   

 

Effective leadership encourages collaboration between leaders and followers in achieving 

organisational goals. The new leader and the led are close allies. One could consider this a form of 

collaborative leadership.   

Summary 
There are managers who lead, leaders who manage and leaders who do not have a management role.  

Knowing the difference between leading and managing is essential if one aspires to a strategic 

leadership role. 

 

An important current development in leadership theory is to regard leadership as a long-term 

relationship or partnership between leaders and group members. The work of leadership is mobilising 

an organisation to adapt its behaviour in the face of change. Restructuring, reengineering, 

implementing strategy, mergers, result in adaptive challenges. Solutions to adaptive challenges reside 

NOT in the executive suite but in the collective intelligence of employees at all levels. Leadership is a 

major part of a manager’s job. Leadership deals with inspiration, motivation, influence and change. 

 


