
Topic 11 Strategic Leadership and Knowledge Management

Introduction

This topic examines the leader’s role in developing strategy, an organization’s plan for
achieving its mission and goals in the environment, as well as the leader’s contribution to a
continuing thrust in strategy, knowledge management and developing a learning organization.

Learning Objectives
• Describe the nature of strategic leadership.
• Explain how to use the SWOT model to assist in strategic planning.
• Identify a number of current business strategies.
• Describe how leaders contribute to the management of knowledge and the learning

organization.

The Nature of Strategic Leadership
Strategic leadership is the process of providing the direction and inspiration necessary to
create, provide direction to or sustain an organisation. Strategic leadership focuses on the
major direction and purpose of the organisation or an organisational unit. It is related to
providing vision and direction, creating change and inspiring others to follow.

In brief, strategic leadership:
• Focuses on the major purposes of the firm
• Provides the direction and inspiration for the firm

The strategic leader’s role is creating the organization’s future through the actions of
formulating and contributing to achieving the firm’s vision. For example, they should see the
“big picture,” understand the long-range implications of their actions and recognize how their
daily activities support the firm’s strategy.

Five Components of Strategic Leadership

Source: DuBrin A J (2013) Leadership (7th Ed) South-Western Cenage Learning, Ohio, p413



Thinking at a cognitively high level
Thinking strategically requires high-level cognitive skills, such as the ability to think
conceptually, absorb and make sense of a multitude of trends and condense this information
into a straightforward plan of action. The ability to process information and understand its
consequences for the organization in its interaction with the environment is often referred to
as systems thinking. Long-term thinking is a key part of strategy.

Emphasizing the cognitive ability of the leader helps emphasize that the leader plays a major
role in strategy formulation. The leader must think through what makes the organization
distinct and define its purpose. Typically the purpose comes from intuition rather than
extensive analysis. As one moves up the hierarchy, more problem-solving ability and
imagination are required to handle the task environment effectively. Creative problem-
solving is also important because the strategic leader has to develop alternative courses of
action for shaping the organization.

Gathering multiple inputs from many sources
Many strategic leaders arrive at their ideas for the organization’s future by consulting with a
wide range of parties with an interest, similar to the process of conducting research to create a
vision. Gathering multiple inputs has the added benefit of building morale.

Anticipating and creating a future; setting the direction towards the
future
A major component of leadership is direction setting, which involves anticipating and
sometimes creating the future for the enterprise or organizational unit. To set a direction is
also to tell the organization what it should be doing. To set a productive direction for the
future, the leader must accurately forecast or anticipate the future. A truly visionary leader
anticipates a future that many people do not think will come to pass. Creating the future has
also been conceptualized as reinventing an industry.

Adopting a revolutionary or contrarian outlook
To be an industry leader, a company’s leaders must think in revolutionary terms. Any
strategy that does not challenge the status quo should not even be considered a strategy.
Incremental changes can also move an organization forward. Need to check if the strategy of
the past fits the times, even when it is successful.  For strategic leadership to be
revolutionary, it may well need to redefine products and services, market space and even the
entire industry. A variation of choosing to be different is to engage in contrarian thinking in
which the leader rejects conventional wisdom.

Ultimately, creating a VISION
Visions are an integral part of strategic leadership. A carefully considered and articulated
vision helps us know who we are and who we are not. In companies that believe strongly in
visions and strategic goals, all activities throughout the company are supposed to support the
vision and goals.

Leadership Effectiveness and Strategy Implementation
Carefully crafting a strategy and vision is not sufficient. The strategy and vision must also be
implemented by the leader/manager. Strategy implementation requires strong leadership to
motivate and influence others to adopt the new strategies.  Leaders may be required to make



decisions about structure, rewards budgets, systems, policies or procedures and these
decisions may not be popular.

Conducting a SWOT Analysis
Strategic Planning encompasses those activities that lead to the statement of the
organization’s goals and objectives and their chosen strategy. Strategic Planning often takes
the form of a SWOT Analysis, a method of considering internal strengths and weaknesses
and external opportunities and threats in a given situation. A SWOT analysis examines the
interaction between the organisation, or organisational unit and the environment.

Internal Environment Analysis:
Strengths
Weaknesses
External Environment Analysis:
Opportunities
Threats

Internal Strengths. Assess factors within the organization that will have a positive impact on
implementing the plan. What are your advantages and what do you do well?
Internal Weaknesses. Take a candid look at factors within the firm that could have a negative
impact on the proposed plan. Consider the risks of pursuing a particular course of action.
External Opportunities. Assess socioeconomic, political, environmental and demographic
factors in terms of benefits they may bring to the organization. Think of the opportunities that
welcome you if you choose a promising strategic alternative.
External Threats. Assess the possible negative impact socioeconomic, political,
environmental and demographic factors may have on the organisation. There’s a downside to
every alternative, so think ahead to allow for contingency planning. For example, is new
technology changing your ability to compete successfully?

Examples of SWOT Elements
Strengths
Favorable Location – Talented Workers – State-of-the-Art Equipment
Weaknesses
Unfavorable Location – Untalented Workers – Outdated Equipment – Limited Capital
Opportunities
Culturally Diverse Customer Base – Changes in Technology - Deregulation
Threats
e-Commerce – Declining Market – New Competitors

Business Strategies Formulated by Leaders
Business strategies are often classified according to their focus of impact:
Corporate-Level Strategies
“What Business Are We In?”
Business-Level Strategies
“How Do We Compete?”
Functional-Level Strategies
“How Do We Support The Business-Level Strategy?”

A Sampling of Business Strategies Formulated by Leaders
Differentiation.
Cost Leadership.
Focus/Niche.
High Quality.



Imitation.
Strategic Alliances.
Growth Through Acquisition.
High Speed & First-Mover
Product & Global Diversification
Sticking to Core Competencies
Brand Leadership
Creating Demand by Solving Problems
Gaining Competitive Advantage Through Hiring Talented People

Knowledge Management & the Learning Organisation
Knowledge Management
Knowledge Management (KM) is the concerted effort to improve how knowledge is
created, delivered and applied. Managing knowledge is an important leadership role because
so few organizations make systematic use of the collective wisdom of employees. Most
knowledge in the organization resides in the brains of employees or in documents not readily
accessible to others. Knowledge management has three components. Knowledge creation is
used to spur innovation through training, seminars, professional- development and degree
completion. Knowledge dissemination through information technology is the most frequent
activity within knowledge management. It allows group members access to key information
and support through intranets, web portals and databases. Knowledge application is the
process of getting workers to be better at what they do. This helps group members apply
learning to their jobs through mentoring, shadowing, on-the-job training and workshops

Most knowledge management programs are technology mediated, yet person-to-person
exchange of information is still important. An advance in knowledge management is to
deliver information just in time, or at the point when it is most needed. Advanced technology
for knowledge management must be combined with a culture that values knowledge and
encourages its dissemination. The organization subculture shapes our assumptions about what
constitutes knowledge and which knowledge is worth managing.

Common pitfalls with knowledge management programs:
• There is a human tendency to hoard information rather than share information.
• Group members may prefer face-to-face sharing versus entering data into a computer.
• Data entry can undermine the intuitive spark often created through interpersonal

interactions.
• Is difficult to decipher what information is truly useful.

The Learning Organisation
Knowledge Management helps create a Learning Organisation. A learning organisation can
be looked upon simply as a group of people working together to enhance their capacities to
create results they value. As such, a learning organisation is skilled at creating, acquiring
and transferring knowledge and at modifying behavior to reflect new knowledge and insights.

Both transformational and transactional leadership contribute to organisational learning:
transformational leadership behaviours contribute significantly to encourage workers to
pursue exploratory innovation, whilst, transactional leadership behaviours facilitate
improving and extending existing knowledge and are associated with exploitative innovation.



Leadership Initiatives for Enhancing the Learning Organisation.   

A supportive learning environment is a start, including comfort about expressing
disagreement. Concrete learning processes are important. A third building block of a learning
organization is leadership that reinforces learning. The leader can create a strategic intent to
learn which can deliver a competitive advantage to the organisation. Creating a shared vision
is important. In a learning organisation employees are empowered to make decisions and seek
continuous improvement. Systems thinking is almost synonymous with organisational
learning, whereby people see the interrelatedness of their work. Personal mastery of the job
should be encouraged, as well as team learning that centers on collective problem solving.
Action learning or learning while working on real problems, is a fundamental part of a
learning organization. Learning from failure contributes to organisational learning and so
does encouraging continuous experimentation. Organizational learning requires that workers
have the political skills to make connections and influence others. Finally, the leader must
encourage workers to think creatively.

Summary
Although there is leadership at all levels of the organisation, strategic leadership thinking
tends to involve senior management and executives of the organisation. These leaders
determine the corporate and business strategies of the organisation. Strategic Leadership
deals with the major purposes of an organisation or organisational unit. It involves high-level
cognitive ability, multiple inputs to strategy formulation, anticipating and creating a future,
revolutionary thinking and creating a vision.  When planning strategy a SWOT analysis helps
formulate the set of decisions and actions used to implement strategies. It is the leader’s role
to find a fit between the organisation and it’s environment to achieve an organisation’s goals.
Leaders must help their organisations adapt to the environment by assisting workers and the
organisation to become better learners through managing knowledge and cultivating a
learning organization.


