
Chapter 1

Unlocking Public Leadership

Why bother?

Every group or society needs to be governed if it is to survive and its
members are to thrive. And every system of governance requires what
we have come to think of as ‘leadership’, at least from time to time:
protection, direction, order, inspiration, challenge, transformation.
Institutional rules, procedures and routines alone are never enough to
tackle the conflicts, changes, surprises, opportunities and challenges
that groups and communities encounter. Judging when and how to
design, protect, supplement or change governance institutions and
creating momentum to act upon those judgements are key functions of
public leadership. In most governance systems there are designated
roles – high offices in politics, government agencies and professional
spheres – that come with a warrant for their bearers to exercise such
leadership. But these offices also come with constraints – institutional,
professional, ethical – on the ways in which leadership can be exer-
cised. We realize we need the creative force that is leadership, but we
are also acutely aware of the risks of channelling too much power,
authority and public adulation towards only a few people. These
public office-holders moreover do not have a monopoly on the exercise
of public leadership: people and groups outside the formal leadership
stratum can espouse ideas for tackling governance challenges, gather
support for them, and so challenge or complement the leadership of
public office-holders. Public leadership is thus part of the job for some,
but a calling, a duty, an opportunity or a coincidence for many others.
Its exercise is necessary, but also dangerous. It can elevate and motivate
us, but it can also drag us down.

The main challenge is how the pivotal but fickle function that is lead-
ership can be harnessed yet also constrained within the overall frame-
work of democratic governance. The sheer number and variety of
offices and platforms for exercising public leadership in liberal democ-
racies have produced governance systems that are both complex and
opaque. How do the various spheres of public leadership – political,
administrative, and civic – intersect, reinforce and/or conflict with one
another? How can the ‘creative tension’ between them best be governed
and utilized? One thing is certain: we gain little from limiting our
understanding of public leadership to the traits, skills and deeds of the
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limited number individual office-holders at the heart of executive
government who tend to get all the media attention. Holding office and
being in the spotlights do not in and of themselves amount to exercising
leadership. In open societies, public leadership work can be, and needs
to be, performed by many actors, both inside and outside government.

A big question for custodians of democracy and governance is: how
much space do we accord to different leadership roles and vehicles,
and how do we prefer that they interrelate? In effective governance
systems, multiple leadership offices and roles tend to exist in parallel –
leadership opportunities are thus more often than not distributed
(Kane et al. 2009). In interactive, democratic governance settings, lead-
ership agents have inducements to act in concert and thus exercise
what has come to be called ‘shared’, ‘collaborative’, ‘team’ or ‘tandem’
leadership (Pearce and Conger 2003; Hartley and Manzie 2014;
Strangio et al. 2014). But there can also be significant incentives to ‘go
into bat’ against one another, with leadership becoming a more dialec-
tic if not outright competitive process. Think of the organized competi-
tion between government and opposition, and the roles of their
respective leaders as symbols of this struggle for authority, support and
power – and ironically as implicit co-creators of one another’s leader-
ship impact (McCaffrie 2012). Or think of the credibility contests
between corporate CEOs and the leaders of the NGOs that scrutinize
and publicly criticize those corporations’ behaviours.

Distributed leadership may look messy to those who prefer the clar-
ity of hierarchy and leadership as command and control. But the
evidence is clear: like any resilient socio-cultural or socio-technical
system, systems of governing thrive on variety, overlap and competi-
tion among loci of initiative, voice, authority and accountability.
Certainly, these systems have their transaction costs. Aligning enough
people and organizations behind any particular set of ideas or policy
proposals can be a time-consuming and convoluted process. But, as
Lindblom (1965) and others (Landau 1969; Bendor 1985; Thompson
et al. 1990; March and Olsen 1995; Torfing et al. 2012) argue, such
institutional pluralism in the end produces smarter, more robust public
policies as well as keeping the ever-looming arrogance of power at bay.

In contrast, governance systems built around top-down, ‘great man’
and charismatic leadership are not only inherently unstable and
normatively unpalatable but also lack institutional capacity for effec-
tive social problem solving. They are only governed reasonably well
when the supreme leader and his or her clique are smart, wise and
honest. But they are quick to slide into the abyss of tyranny, stupidity
and corruption when the ruling elite becomes addicted to its own
power, or is replaced by less capable and morally upright characters.
Examples of this abound in both politics (ancient Rome, absolute
monarchies, the communist experience, the Roman Catholic Church,
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post-colonial and post-communist dictatorships) and business (the
Enron scandal; Firestone’s use of child labour; and, most of all, the
hubris of upper echelons within the banking and financial services
sector as exposed by the global financial crisis that exploded in 2008).

But before we can get around to (re-)designing the institutions that
empower leaders and hold them accountable, we must first understand
the nature of the beast. How do we know ‘public leadership’ when we
see it? How do we describe, explain, evaluate and improve it? Because
leadership studies is such a complex and disjointed interdisciplinary
enterprise, it is important to locate this book within it. So, in the
remainder of this chapter I shall outline the book’s key assumptions. 

Understanding leadership: art, science, industry

Leadership can be taught – but can it be learnt? From the time of the
ancient Greeks to the present day, many observers of public leadership
have chosen to portray it as an art. Leadership, this view holds, cannot
be captured in scientific generalizations based on cool, detached obser-
vation (Wren 2006). And, by inference, it cannot be taught in the cere-
bral environment of an academic classroom or executive seminar. As
always, Max Weber (1970: 115) was right on the mark when he
suggested that the challenge of leadership is to forge warm passion and
cool judgement together in one and the same soul – and that in prac-
tice this condemns those aspiring to political leadership to a life of
tough judgement calls between the passion that fires them up, the feel-
ing of personal responsibility that drives them on, and a sense of
proportion that is necessary to exercise good judgement. 

Leadership as conceived by some its most authoritative scholars
involves a large component of practical wisdom: insight that can only
be obtained effectively through direct personal experience and
sustained reflection. The vital intangibles of leadership – empathy, intu-
ition, creativity, courage, morality and judgement – are largely beyond
the grasp of systematic inquiry, let alone comprehensive explanation
and evidence-based prescription. Understanding leadership comes from
living it: being led, living with and advising leaders, doing one’s own
leading. Some understanding of leadership may be gained from vicari-
ous learning: from digesting the experiences of other leaders. Hence the
old-established and steady appetite for (auto-)biographies of CEOs and
politicians, and the more contemporary market for ‘live encounters’
with high-profile leaders during seminars and conferences. And if we
cannot gain access to ‘the real thing’, we are still willing to pay buckets
of money for the next best thing: books and seminars by the exclusive
circle of leadership ‘gurus’ who do manage to observe and interrogate
up close the great and the good.
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Defying this entrenched view, a ‘science of leadership’ sprang up
from the latter half of the twentieth century. Thousands of academics
now make a living treating leadership as they would any other subject
in the realm of human affairs – as an object of study, which can be
picked apart and reassembled via systematic inquiry (whether of the
classical ‘scientific’ or more interpretive kind), filling journals, hand-
books, conference programmes and lecture halls. Many among them
make inroads into the real world of public leadership as consultants
and advisers, often very well paid. Surely all this would not persist if
the kind of knowledge they offered was useless in solving at least some
of the puzzles that leaders face and leadership poses?

It is this kind of leadership that we now see echoed in widespread
attempts to erect a leadership profession. The language of leadership
has pervaded the job descriptions, training and performance manage-
ment systems of public servants, even at junior management levels.
Many public service commissions or equivalent bodies have embarked
on developing integrated leadership frameworks in which set bundles
of leadership skills are linked to the successful performance of different
leadership roles (usually indicated simply by general hierarchical rank
rather than specific job characteristics).

People wanting to move up the hierarchy must jump through the
hoops thus constructed: they must attend set courses, adhere to a set
of shared values, write structured job applications, and be subjected
to standardized tests. When they manage to get all the boxes ticked,
they are ushered into a fraternity rather like a Masonic Lodge.
Uniformity is nurtured and celebrated through lucrative rewards
packages. Leadership education is ubiquitous. Everyone attends meet-
ings where leadership gurus perform. The aim is not to impart
knowledge, but rather to solidify a shared notion of professionalism.
The means for such sharing are the latest nostrums, models and
metaphors. The audience is captive, and willingly so, though one
might – like leadership ‘guru’ Barbara Kellerman (2012) – wonder for
how much longer. 

Clearly, when taken to extremes, each set of assumptions about
‘understanding leadership’ leads to preposterous results: the mystifica-
tion of idiosyncratic ‘charisma’ in a nearly evidence-free environment
versus the imposition of a quasi-scientific ‘one size fits all’ of the kind
to which many public servants are currently subjected around the
world. Both privilege one form of knowledge over all others. Both
generate their own quacks and true believers, who both do very well
out of the transaction – but with dubious results as far as quality and
particularly diversity in leadership are concerned.

This book shies away from these extremes. By its very nature as a
text designed to convey ‘what we know about leadership’ to a range of
students and public sector professionals it embodies the second
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approach more than it does the first. But I recognize that there is only
so much ‘understanding’ of the subtle, complex and often paradoxical
process of public leadership that academics and other observers can
distil and transmit. Where and when I can, for illustrative and reflec-
tive purposes I shall take a closer look at the world of public leaders,
but beyond that, reader, you are on your own.

Public leadership as cause and consequence

Let us begin at the beginning. There are two fundamentally different
points of departure in understanding leadership. One is to see it as a
force within public life, and explore how, when and why it works, and
to what effect. It is a force that energizes otherwise inanimate objects.
Likewise, leadership is commonly portrayed as a dynamic factor in the
polity, breathing life into public institutions and political processes as
they struggle to come to terms with major environmental changes. In
this view, leadership is about injecting ideas and ambitions into the
public arena; and is about grasping existing realities and recognizing
their transformative potential. Leadership produces collective meaning
and harnesses collective energy in the service of a common cause.
Great leaders are often conceived of as ‘event-makers’: people who
were able to gather so much momentum for the hopes and ambitions
they held out to their followers that the course of history was affected
conspicuously by their presence. Call them pied pipers, call them
visionaries, call them entrepreneurs, call them reformers: leaders are
seen to be both reading and moving their followers’ minds, and induc-
ing them collectively to go on journeys they would otherwise never
have contemplated, let alone taken.

Likewise, many accounts of leadership focus on leaders as the ulti-
mate decision-makers. When all is said and done and the organization
or nation faces high-stakes choices that no one else is able or willing to
make, somebody has to cast the die and take responsibility.  A sign on
Harry Truman’s Oval Office desk read ‘The buck stops here’, and he
practised what he preached, committing the USA to the use of two
nuclear bombs within a week and proudly claimed that he never lost
any sleep over doing so. Some leaders revel in being in that position,
and do what they can to make sure that every big decision crosses their
desk. They feel confident in analysing complex problems, working
through the risks and uncertainties and probing the vested interests
and unstated assumptions of the experts, advisers and colleagues
attempting to push them into (or away from) particular courses of
action.

Others leaders may loathe making decisions, particularly risky ones
they cannot avoid. Some may feel overwhelmed by the very complexity
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of the issues and of the policy-making process itself. George (1974:
187) quoted US president Warren Harding as he confided to a friend
how stressful he found his role:

John, I can’t make a thing out of this tax problem. I listen to one side
and they seem right, and then God! I talk to the other side and they
seem just as right, and there I am where I started … I know some-
where there is an economist who knows the truth, but hell, I don’t
know where to find him and haven’t got the sense to know him and
trust him when I find him. God, what a job.

The point is, whether they enjoy it or not and whether they display
sound judgement or not, the very notion of leaders as strategic deci-
sion-makers portrays them as being at the helm, in control and reshap-
ing the world around them.

Trying to understand leadership as a cause is important. Though
much of social life is governed by shared traditions, rules and practices,
there are always public problems that defy routine solutions. Sensing
that, diagnosing it, and making a persuasive case for adapting routines
or abandoning them completely is a leadership task. Study the history
behind every great reform and you will find leadership at work, though
usually in a form of collective or distributed leadership rather than the
single ‘heroic’ activist that might get all the public credit for it.
Understanding leadership as a cause implies raising many important
analytical and practical questions about the impact of different leader-
ship configurations, styles and discourses in different types of contexts,
communities and situations. What ‘works’ when? Can it be emulated
and transplanted? How do particular people or groups matter? What
kinds of characteristics and skills make them matter?

The other main point of departure for understanding public leader-
ship is finding out how it comes about, consolidates and erodes – lead-
ership not as a cause but as a consequence. In academic jargon: taking
leadership itself as the dependent variable, which is to be explained by
looking at a range of other variables that impact upon it. For example,
if we agree that people in the highest public offices of the land are at
least potentially pivotal public leaders, we might want to know what
sorts of people come to hold these offices (and, by implication, what
sorts of people do not). How do people make it to the top in political
parties, social movements and public bureaucracies? What leader selec-
tion mechanisms apply in these spheres? What happens to leadership
aspirants on their path to the top – how are they socialized, what debts
do they incur – and how does all this affect their scope for exercising
leadership? What if access to senior leadership positions is biased in
favour of people from certain social or professional backgrounds? We
may also want to know about the offices themselves: what are the
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responsibilities, expectations and resources attached to them? What
likely implications do they have for the scope of their occupant’s
authority and support among those they lead? And how have these
evolved over time?

Obtaining knowledge about who get to lead can teach us much, not
only about the leaders themselves but also about the nature of the soci-
eties in which they operate. Nicolas Sarkozy’s and Barack Obama’s
elevation to the presidency of their respective countries would not have
been possible just a few decades ago. That they made it all the way to
the top is evidence of changes within both French and American soci-
ety – for example, of possibilities for upward social mobility and politi-
cal influence of immigrants and minorities, which in turn influences the
leadership agendas and incentives of whoever holds these presidencies
into the future.

Public leadership and public management 

Thirty-odd years ago, people in senior positions within the public
sector in the Anglo-Saxon world in particular were being recon-
structed as public ‘managers’ (rather than public servants, officials or
administrators). The professional reading and courses they were fed
were all about adopting management frameworks and techniques
developed in the business sector. Yet, as this was happening, people in
senior positions in business were expected to be more than mere
managers; they were to become ‘leaders’, and preferably ‘transforma-
tional’ leaders. Managers were now conceived of as people compe-
tently minding existing stores, while leaders were people who were
founding and modernizing these stores (Bennis 1989). Management
was about professional craft of planning, organizing, staffing, moti-
vating, deciding and reorganizing in a ‘business as usual’ fashion;
leadership was about the personal art of visioning, inspiring, innovat-
ing, revaluing and reframing in times of uncertainty and turbulence
(Zaleznik 1977/2004).

Though initially posited as a descriptive, value-neutral distinction
between various philosophies and skill sets in governing organisations,
a normative hierarchy crept in quite quickly. Management remained a
necessary but distinctly unheroic and slightly dull occupation; the real
difference between ‘good’ and ‘great’ corporations was being made by
the leaders. Managers solve existing problems and are naturally
inclined to contain crises in order to preserve existing structures, while
leaders define new challenges and exploit crises in order to forge struc-
tural change. Management became a respectable norm for middle-level
executives, but anyone aspiring to top-level jobs was expected to echo
the mantra of leadership. A decade or so later, these distinctions
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reached the public sector, and they persist today. And so we can
routinely overhear senior public servants describing one of their
colleagues as ‘a good manager, but not a leader’. This is not even faint
praise; it means that this colleague’s chances of promotion are dead.

I am comfortable with making an analytical distinction between
leadership and management, but not with extolling leadership above
management. Both are vital functions in running organizations, and
one cannot properly function without the other also being performed.
Business scholar John Kotter’s (1995: 114–15) assessment is sensible,
and can be applied with some modification to the world of public
policy:

Leadership and management are two distinctive and complementary
systems of action. Each has its own function and characteristic activ-
ities. Both are necessary for success in an increasingly complex and
volatile … environment. Each system of action involves deciding
what needs to be done, creating networks of people and relationships
that can accomplish an agenda, and then trying to ensure that those
people actually do the job.

The key difference between the two lies in their main ambit and
focus, Kotter argues. Management is about coping with complexity,
and it aims to bring ‘a degree of order and consistency’ to key dimen-
sions of governance such as the quality and efficiency of (public)
programmes and services. Leadership, then, is about coping with
change – that is, abrupt or creeping technological, demographic,
economic, strategic-military, regulatory and socio-cultural changes
that put pressure on existing public policies and institutions. That is
not the same as saying that every leader is, or should be, an agent of
change. In this book, the chief focus of leadership is taken to be to
induce groups to reconsider their underlying values and purposes in
light of changes in the group’s context, and to make strategic choices
about whether to conserve, defend and adjust or repudiate and trans-
form key features of the group’s rationale, make up and ways of
working. Or, as Bennis (1989: 145) puts it, ‘learning to lead is …
learning to manage change’.

This book focuses on understanding how public leadership is exer-
cised, not on a priori sanctification of it above all other sets of roles
and skills in conducting the public’s business. The series of which this
book forms a part is therefore called Public Management and
Leadership, and within it this general introduction to public leadership
co-exists with a general introduction to public management
(Noordegraaf 2014). In Chapter 2 we outline the distinctive features
and forms of the work of public leadership in which politicians, public
servants and civic leaders engage. 
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People and process: leaders, followers and relations

We also need to decide who or what it is we want to understand: the
people we commonly call leaders, or the process we call leadership?
For many scholars and practitioners, understanding public leaders
comes down to studying the characteristics, beliefs and deeds of people
said to be playing pivotal roles in public life. These are, first and fore-
most, senior politicians: heads of government, cabinet ministers, senior
legislators and key party officials. In this category we should also
include key advisers to these senior politicians, who generally remain
behind the scenes but are often said to be highly influential.

Less evident to outside observers, but all too obvious to those who
know how government really works, are senior public officials. This
category includes top executives within the departments that advise
ministers and prepare and administer policies and programmes, as well
as the heads and senior ranks of administrative organizations whose
job it is to implement policy and deliver public services on the ground.
While their institutional role and professional ethos is to be public
servants and managers, there is little dispute that the upper echelons of
the bureaucracy are often vitally important in shaping what govern-
ments do, and when and how they do it, in view of the ever-changing
public agendas and dynamic social, economic and technological
contexts. Likewise, but clearly distinct from public administrators,
senior members of the judiciary are sometimes thought of as public
leaders. Their statutory independence and pivotal role in interpreting
the law and adjudicating conflict provides them with a platform for
shaping public policies, norms and debates.

Finally, many public leaders do not hold any formal public office at
all. The world of non-government organizations is vast, varied and vital
in its own right. Certainly, democracies nurture a large and active civil
society, and value its contributions to the political process, however criti-
cal of the government of the day some civic organizations and their lead-
ers might be. Standout individuals at the helm of trade unions, churches,
social movements, mass media, community organizations and even busi-
ness corporations are widely thought of as important public leaders.
They do not have the power of office but may well have the power of
numbers (supporters, viewers, money), ideas, access, moral authority or
popular support to shape public problem-solving in pivotal ways.

Understanding public leadership through the lens of public leaders
takes one to the province of biography and personality psychology. It
rests on the idea that ‘who leads matters’ (Hermann 2014). It entails
an agent-centred view of politics and government: public debates and
decisions are shaped by the views, drives, skills and styles of individu-
als who happen to be in the right place at the right time to make a
difference. This form of leadership analysis has long been dominant in
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the field of history and has underpinned almost all of the countless
books and papers on business leadership.

The leader-centred form of leadership analysis has proved to be
immensely popular. So much so, however, that it has crowded out the
more functional, process-centred view of leadership as the distinct and
crucial work of getting groups to engage with change. In his monu-
mental study Leadership, Burns (1978: 1–2) was scathing: ‘if we know
all too much about our leaders, we know far too little about leader-
ship. We fail to grasp the essence of leadership that is relevant to the
modern age and hence we cannot even agree on the standards by
which to measure, recruit, and reject it’. In the decades since Burns
made these comments, the balance has been somewhat redressed.
There is now a firm body of thought and research that chooses to
understand public leadership as an interactive process between those
we call leaders, the people that choose (or feel forced) to be led by
them, and the environment in which their interaction takes place. This
take on leadership analysis set up a different agenda. In addition to
Kotter’s assertion that leadership is about coping with environmental
change, it also includes the idea that ‘who are being led matters’. With
this in mind, the first thing to know about leadership is its relational
quality.

In democracies, individual leaders are never free agents. The
warrant to lead is conditional, and leadership roles and resources are
dispersed. Even in the intimate setting of the cabinet, few if any prime
ministers get their way all of the time. They know that, if pushed too
far for too long, their cabinet and parliamentary colleagues have ways
of undermining their leadership (Weller 2007; Strangio et al. 2013).
Public leadership analysis can thus never be confined only to the attrib-
utes of leaders. To understand leadership is to grasp when, how and
why particular groups of people come to view and accept some indi-
viduals or small groups of people to perform leadership work. This put
the focus on at least two things other than the personal properties of
leaders. First, the states of mind, needs, emotions and identities of the
non-leaders – in other words the ‘followers’, ‘constituents’, indeed the
‘group(s)’ who are being led. Who are the ‘we’ that leaders appeal to,
implicitly and explicitly? What is it that is sought in leaders? What
services are leaders performing for the groups they aspire to lead?
Second, the focus moves towards the nature, sources and limits of lead-
ers’ authority claims in relation to their constituencies. What psycho-
logical contract exists between leaders and followers, and what licence
to operate can leaders derive from it? How can leaders persuade
groups to pay attention to their voices and abide by their decisions?
What, in fact, are different kinds of groups willing to tolerate from
leaders? And how do groups elect, authorize and remove leaders?
Leadership is a two-way street.
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In its most radical form, the focus on leadership rather than leaders
entails a follower-centric perspective, in which leaders are primarily a
product of the identities, needs, desires and fears of the groups that
put, and keep, them in place. But it is more productive to think of lead-
ership as a genuinely interactive process, which also includes scope for
the ambitions, skills and resources of leaders in appealing to or modi-
fying the social identities of their followers when gaining or using their
positions. Likewise, James M. Burns’ famous distinction between
transactional (based around leader-initiated exchange relationships
between leaders and followers) and transformational (a mutual engage-
ment between leader and followers in which a fusing of their purposes
leads to higher levels of motivation and morality) types of leadership
epitomizes a similarly interactive approach to conceptualizing leader-
ship processes (Burns, 1978: 19–20).

In Chapters 3 and 4 we develop a relational and process-based
perspective on public leadership. We explore the nature of leader–
follower relations, as well as the specific features of the type of leader-
ship that exists when authority is dispersed and there is no formal or
clear hierarchy (as in networks and partnerships, for example).
Leadership becomes possible because non-leaders select people they
identify with and trust, or whose authority claims they respect. But each
of these levers for leadership is conditional and temporary in all but the
most spellbinding cases of charismatic leadership (and ‘blind’ follower-
ship). Leaders have to build and maintain their leadership capital care-
fully, but the very process of leading – rather than just office-holding –
also entails spending much of that capital. Leaders cannot please all of
the people all of the time; they have to introduce unpleasant realities,
make trade-off choices, and embrace some values while repudiating
others. Moreover, leaders hardly ever succeed in accomplishing all they
promise, so they rarely meet all their followers’ hopes.

Who leads matters, sometimes: people, contexts and
situations

Of course it matters who leads. Comparisons of different leaders in
highly similar circumstances show how their personal beliefs and styles
impact on the lives of citizens. During the late 1990s, Nelson Mandela
and Robert Mugabe headed governments in the neighbouring countries
of South Africa and Zimbabwe, but took these countries in very differ-
ent directions. Mandela embodied reconciliation, and sought to weave
broad political coalitions, but Mugabe whipped up and exploited
racial tensions. Mandela sought to institutionalize democratic norms
and practices; Mugabe purposefully eroded them. Mandela stepped
down voluntarily, and made way for a democratically elected successor,
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while Mugabe sought to extend his rule indefinitely and waged war on
the democratic opposition, before reluctantly accepting a power-shar-
ing deal, which he subsequently sought to manipulate to consolidate
his power.

Looking at the convictions and choices of individuals and their
successors in the same senior public office suggests that leaders can
make and break the momentum of an organization. After the Berlin
Wall came down and the Cold War ended, security and intelligence
agencies around the world were suddenly robbed of a pivotal part of
their raison d’être. All were scrambling to find new roles and new justi-
fications for their continued existence. The Dutch intelligence service
(BVD) was a case in point. In mid-1989, just before the Wall collapsed,
a new person was appointed to lead this hitherto largely unseen and
widely taken-for-granted agency. At the time of his appointment,
Arthur Docters van Leeuwen, a former Home Office heavyweight, was
given to the task of modernizing the organization, but just few months
later he found himself caught in a struggle for its very existence. He
embarked on a path of radical innovation, sensing that the organiza-
tion would either reinvent itself quickly, or else would be killed off. He
identified new threats, new forms of uncertainties and new clients
inside and outside government for his organization’s intelligence prod-
ucts. Those products themselves, and the ways in which they were to
be manufactured and communicated, would also have to change dras-
tically. To this end, he embraced nothing short of a paradigm shift in
the agency’s mission and methodologies, followed by radical changes
in organizational structure, technology and human resource manage-
ment (HRM) policies. All this happened in the space of a few years – a
veritable whirlwind of change. His tenure ended in 1994. When he
announced his departure, many in the organization held their breath:
who would succeed him? When his successor was announced, a former
admiral who made it clear that his philosophy was one of ‘back to
basics’, the proponents of change within the BVD despaired, while its
opponents rejoiced. Both sides knew that the new leader would have
both the ability and the desire to temporize or even reverse van
Leeuwen’s innovations (‘t Hart 2007).

Counterfactual questions about the roles of leaders at critical histor-
ical junctures make one ponder the point. What if not Margaret
Thatcher but James Callaghan had still been the British prime minister
at the time of the Argentinian junta’s move to physically reclaim the
Falklands Islands? What would have happened to the course of the
Vietnam war or to American-Chinese relations if Robert Kennedy
rather than Richard Nixon had won the 1968 US presidential election?
And would America have waged war in both Afghanistan and Iraq
following the 11 September attacks on its soil if Al Gore had won the
Florida recount during the 2000 presidential election?
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The behaviour of people holding high public office has been, and
will be, observed incessantly by leadership scholars. ‘Reading’ leaders’
behaviour is seen as the key to understanding what motivates them,
and a predictor of what impacts they might have. Peers, advisers,
subordinates, opponents and other stakeholders all watch how they
allocate their attention, make decisions, relate to people, deal with
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Box 1.1  Understanding leadership styles

A good working knowledge of leaders’ personal styles is useful in gauging
their key strengths and weaknesses in the jobs they hold. US presidential
scholar Fred Greenstein (2000), for example, suggests six key skill areas
of leadership style that one can use to explain and evaluate the perform-
ance of the holders of that office, and which can usefully be applied also
to gauging the styles and performance of other democratic heads of
government. These are:

• public communication proficiency: how do presidents ‘get the message
across’ to ordinary citizens as well as other key audiences that they
typically cannot engage with on a face-to-face basis?

• organizational capacity: how do presidents harness the vast and
complex machinery of government to serve their aims?

• political skill: how do they consolidate their authority and ‘get their
way’ in a system of democratic, divided government, where power,
responsibility and resources are purposefully dispersed across a range
of institutions and actors?  

• policy vision: what beliefs and ideals do they hold, and how are these
articulated in a recognizable, coherent agenda they seek to accomplish
while in office?

• cognitive style: how do presidents form their beliefs, and how do they
process information and advice?

• emotional intelligence: to what extent and how do they engage with
other people – for example, with their needs, drives and moods?

Greenstein is part of a small army of analysts across the social sciences
who have tried to capture key dimensions of leadership style and develop
them into tools such as analytical typologies and performance assessment
instruments. Looking at leader behaviour through these lenses is not just
an academic exercise. Doing so also affords others who engage with
those leaders an opportunity to ‘deal’ with them effectively  – to inform,
advise, lobby, outmanoeuvre and upset them. This is precisely why intelli-
gence agencies such as the CIA have long invested heavily in profiling
techniques allowing them to monitor and interpret the psychological
make up and leadership styles of key political figures around the world
(in its Center for the Analysis of Personality and Political Behavior; see
Post 2004, 2005).
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pressure, conflict and criticism, and perform in public situations. They
do so for good reasons. Like all of us, leaders are creatures of habit. In
the course of their personal and professional lives they develop distinc-
tive styles of thought and action. This allows others to make educated
guesses about what they may be feeling and how they will act when a
new situation comes along (see Box 1.1). The more intimate one’s
knowledge about a leader’s personal style, the more accurate those
educated guesses are likely to be. 

Why do individuals holding identical or similar leadership roles
display such widely different styles? The answer almost has to be:
because of the people they are. But what is it about certain people that
makes them end up on top? Are leaders smarter than ordinary people,
and are successful leaders even smarter than those that are not? Are
they fitter? Do they have greater self-confidence? Are they morally
superior? In contemporary democratic societies few will answer these
questions instinctively in the affirmative – if only because the evidence
to the contrary seems to abound wherever we cast our glance. Quite a
few American presidents suffered from low self-esteem rather than the
reverse (Greenstein 2002: 8); some, like Calvin Coolidge, were clini-
cally depressed (McDermott 2008: 34).

As far as ‘smartness’ goes, Ronald Reagan is an interesting case. He
had no great desire to know things before he acted and was dismissed
as a second-rate mind by many, and in his second term the effects of
his advanced age and the onset of Alzheimer’s disease became more
evident (McDermott 2008: 28, 31). He nevertheless eventually became
as one of the twentieth century’s most highly rated US presidents,
mainly because his robust emotional health, and his high EQ
(emotional intelligence quotient) compensated for what may have been
a modest IQ (intelligence quotient). In contrast, intellectually gifted but
emotionally impaired individuals such as Richard Nixon and Bill
Clinton consistently rank much lower than Reagan, mainly because
they failed to control their darker impulses while in office. James
Buchanan, Jimmy Carter and Gerald Ford were widely seen as both
bright and morally upright, but all three ended up in the dustbin of
presidential history. Two of the USA’s most revered presidents –
Franklin D. Roosevelt (FDR) and John F. Kennedy (JFK) – were effec-
tively cripples, and the latter, holding office in the television rather
than the radio age, took irresponsibly high doses of heavy medication
to hide that fact from the public (McDermott 2008; Owen 2008). In
short, even if we assume that in the balance between actors and
contexts it is the former who matter most, there is plenty of space for
debate about what precisely it is about those particular actors that
matters for their leadership. One of many such personal factors that
has been paid a lot of attention by leadership researchers is motivation.
The assertion is that the reasons why people seek leadership positions

14 Understanding Public Leadership
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Box 1.2  What makes leaders tick?

Why do people aspire to hold high public office? What keeps them going in
the face of unmanageable workloads, relentless public criticism and an often
toxic stakeholder environment? Why do some leaders take huge gambles
with history? Why do they act in a sometimes blatantly self-defeating
manner, as did US president Woodrow Wilson, who undermined his own
burning desire to create a League of Nations in the wake of World War I by
treating anyone expressing reservations about American accession to the
new body with such hostility and contempt that he virtually organized his
own opposition, and eventual Congressional defeat (George and George
1956)? Why do some otherwise highly successful and long-serving heads of
government, such as Konrad Adenauer (West German chancellor, 1949–65)
or Tony Blair (British prime minister, 1997–2007) cling to office long
beyond their political sell-by date, dragging down their party, their govern-
ment, their successor and their reputation in the process? Why do some
corporate giants not previously known for their commitment to public
values restyle themselves as mega-benefactors (for example, Bill Gates,
George Soros and Warren Buffett)? To answer such questions, leadership
scholars have delved into the personalities of leaders, and particularly into
their underlying motives: the ends or purposes for which their personal skills
and resources are being mobilized and directed. Two traditions of motiva-
tional analysis can be juxtaposed: the psychoanalytical and the behavioral.
The former is inspired by the intellectual legacy of people such as Sigmund
Freud and Erik Erikson. It assumes that the roots of people’s motivation and
character lie in their childhood and early life experiences, which shape both
their conscious and unconscious selves (Post 2013). Zaleznik (1977/2004)
makes an interesting distinction between once-born and twice-born leaders.
The former’s transition from the home and family of their childhood to
independence as an adult is relatively easy. Their leadership later in life is
therefore a product of their early circumstances. The latter suffer as they
grow up, feel different and isolated from their family and peers, and develop
an elaborate inner life as a coping device. As they grow older, this allows
them to become truly independent and self-reliant, inner-directed and self-
assured. Their leadership is the product of self-invention.
    The behavioural tradition is best exemplified by the work of David
Winter and his many associates (see an overview in Winter 2002). Their
work is informed by a different tradition of social science research: the
systematic measurement of specific aspects of the behaviour of large
numbers of individuals. Winter et al. studied the speech acts (speeches,
interviews, letters, writings etc.) of a great number of US presidents and
other political leaders. They coded the contents in terms of the indications
they contained for the presence of three types of fundamental human
motives they had drawn from their reading of the literature: the drives for
power, achievement and affiliation. They then illustrated how the pres-
ence/absence of these motivational drives related to particular leadership
actions and outcomes. Table 1.1 clarifies what the three motivational types
entail, and to what sorts of leadership behaviour they are likely to give rise.
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and roles matter in relation to how (and how well) they lead (see
further, Box 1.2 and Table 1.1).

Clearly, who leads does indeed matter. But where, when and on
what leadership is called for matters just as much. When studying
governance in terms of leadership we should not fall into the trap of
assuming that particular individuals comprehensively dominate
governments, parties and public or non-profit organizations. In a
world of distributed leadership, policy decisions and public institutions
tend to have a host of fingerprints on them. Paradoxically, some public
choices and organizational policies issues have ‘no’ fingerprints on
them at all, in that their course and outcomes arguably are in fact
shaped not by particular actors but are largely predetermined by
impersonal, external forces (for example, the economic climate, legal
obligations, international pressures).

This leads us into another important set of assumptions, about
matters of agency. Do we take leaders to be relatively autonomous
actors who are able to make their own luck, and whose main sources
of influence derive from their personal make-up and behaviour? If we
do, studying their personalities and actions in depth makes all the sense
in the world. Or do we see them as frail humans afloat on a sea of
forces greater than themselves that set the stage for their emergence,
performance and demise? In this case, it makes at least as much sense
to study the properties of the context in which leaders have to operate.

In facing this question, the study of leadership is no different from
that of any other social phenomenon. The so-called agency–structure
duality lies at the very heart of the social sciences, as does the closely
related duality between ideas and reality: is human behaviour shaped
by objective physical and social realities, or by socially constructed,
and therefore contingent and contestable, interpretations of these reali-
ties? Academics have long debated this, and the most sensible position
on it lies somewhere in the middle ground. Who governs does not
matter always and all of the time. Economic and political conditions
may highly constrain the range of policies leaders may pursue – but
they never fully determine them. 

The sensible position, therefore, is to assume that ‘it depends’, and
not get caught in exclusively agent-centred, ideational or structure-
centred, material accounts of leadership. As Joseph Nye (2007) argued,
good leadership is also about being ‘smart’: seeking and exploiting a
thorough understanding of the context in which the group finds itself.
If we want to understand leadership, we must also grasp how and why
(mis)alignments between leader and context occur.

So what ‘understanding public leadership’ entails in both analytical
and practical terms can vary greatly. Greenstein (1969) long ago
summed up when it makes sense to take an actor-centred approach to
explaining public policies or decisions. This is when, in the given situa-

16 Understanding Public Leadership
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tion: (i) there was a non-trivial degree of freedom for actors – including
A to chose various alternative courses of action with respect to X or Y;
(ii) A had the formal and/or the informal power resources vis-à-vis all
other potentially relevant actors (B–n) to make a pivotal, potentially
decisive contribution to the handling of X or the course of Y; (iii) A
had the intention of doing so; (iv) A had the personal strength and
skills to use his/her power resources effectively with regard to X or
within Y (Greenstein 1969). 

The extent to which these conditions are met varies greatly from issue
to issue, and context to context. In many cases, it will simply not make

Unlocking Public Leadership  17
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TABLE 1.1 Leader motives: achievement, affiliation and power 

Motivational
drive                      Achievement                   Affiliation                 Power

Leader is likely to  Achieving excellence,      ‘Keeping things        Having control 
be prioritizing:       setting standards for      together’:                 over or being 
                              quality of                       establishing,             able to influence, 
                              performance,                  maintaining or         persuade or help 
                              prevailing in                   restoring friendly     others by strong, 
                              competitive situations,   relations among       forceful actions, 
                              or delivering unique       individuals, groups, controlling or 
                              and unprecedented         constituencies           regulating others, 
                              accomplishments                                             and to gain 
                                                                                                     prestige in the 
                                                                                                     process of doing so
                                                                                                     
Likely to engage    Moderate risk-taking     Co-operative,           Ranging from 
in:                          Using information to     friendly,                   proactive, 
                              modify performance       approval-seeking      nurturing, 
                              Achieving                       behaviour when       inspirational 
                              entrepreneurial              feeling confident      behaviour to 
                              success                            and safe                   profligate, 
                                                                    Defensive, cold        impulsive, 
                                                                    and even hostile       excessive, 
                                                                    behaviour when       narcissistic
                                                                    feeling vulnerable     behaviour
                                                                    or criticized              

Basic strategic       Co-operative and           Co-operative            Exploitative, 
posture:                  ‘rational’                        when safe;                aggressive
                                                                    defensive and 
                                                                    hostile when 
                                                                    under threat             

Values advice         Technical experts            Friends and              People who know 
from:                                                            other liked               the political game
                                                                    sources                     

Source: Adapted from Winter (2002)p.27.
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sense to pay much attention to the personal characteristics of a particu-
lar leader, because the evidence overwhelmingly suggests that the leader
was either not motivated or not powerful enough to make a difference.
So this leads to the general proposition that leader-centred explanations
of public policy choices and the behaviour of public organizations are
most likely to hold sway in the case of: (a) leaders with a reputation for
having and wielding a great deal of power and influence; (b) issues of
strong personal interest or strategic importance to leaders; and (c) issues
that cannot easily be handled by institutional routines of policy prepara-
tion and collective decision-making (for example, unprecedented, acute,
highly risky and/or contentious issues such as ‘crises’). 

The extent to which such general propositions and contingency rules
can capture the complex public leadership equation should not be
overestimated. We need a more finely grained analysis. Therefore, in
Chapters 5 and 6 we shall explore the importance of particular types
of contexts and situations in producing particular leadership opportu-
nities and challenges.

When is leadership ‘good’?

Is public leadership inherently desirable? Should we distinguish, as
Burns (1978) does, between ‘leaders’ who rely primarily on bargaining,
persuasion and genuine engagement with followers, and who accept
the constraints of democracy and the rule of law, and Machiavellian
‘power-wielders’ who do not shy away from manipulation and coer-
cion to prevail upon the led? If we adopt this explicitly normative, even
moral, distinction, people like Napoleon, Hitler, Stalin and Mao disap-
pear off the leadership map. Each of these authorized the use of brutal
force against millions whom they deemed unworthy or dangerous.
Still, to brand them mere power-wielders would overlook the fact that,
whether we like it or not, each of them was able at least for some
period of time to articulate a vision and persuade millions of others to
share it. Moreover, all of them were in the business of both coping
with and engendering major social change. The fact that their values
and purposes are morally repugnant to our contemporary democratic
sensibilities should not blind us to the fact that leadership was exer-
cised. Conversely, democratically elected leaders such as George W.
Bush and Tony Blair have been criticized widely for using deception in
launching the war in Iraq and condoning torture in running it. Does
that disqualify them from leadership analysis, or is it perhaps more
productive to see these episodes as forms of ‘bad’ leadership
(Kellerman, 2004)?

Public leaders, particularly those holding executive or legislative
office within democratic societies, live in a complex moral universe.

18 Understanding Public Leadership
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Democracy requires good leadership if it is to function effectively. Yet
the very idea of leadership seems to conflict with democracy’s egalitar-
ian ethos. The more that democratic leaders lead from the front, the
less democratic they appear; and the more they act like good democ-
rats, the less they seem like true leaders. Confronted with this
dilemma, the general tendency among scholars has been to accept the
need for leadership in practice while overlooking it in theory, and
consequently failing to offer a yardstick for assessing leadership
within democracy. Leadership cannot be eliminated, at least not with-
out jeopardizing the conduct of public affairs. In practice, democracy’s
tendency is not to eliminate leadership but to multiply leadership
offices and opportunities, and keep office-holding leaders in check
with a web of accountabilities (Geer 1996; Ruscio 2004; Wren 2007;
Kane et al. 2009).

Yet, at times, democratically embedded leaders also have to make
tricky trade-offs: using debatable means to achieve inherently
respectable (if perhaps politically contested) ends (Uhr, 2005). 
In the process, some succumb to the fallacy of thinking that the
power of their office alone provides them with the moral authority
to lead: ‘If the President orders it, it cannot be illegal,’ exclaimed US
president Richard Nixon, justifying to interviewer David Frost his
authorization of the Watergate break-in and subsequent cover-up
activities. Going too far is a grave error for which many – including
sooner or later the leaders that do so – may pay a serious price. But
the story does not end there. The same Richard Nixon is credited
with a number of bold, historic policy initiatives that have met with
broad and lasting acclaim. To avoid the full complexity of this man
and his period in office by removing him from consideration as a
public leader is not helpful. Likewise, heads of government who
have gained power by non-democratic means and occasionally
govern by fear, intimidation and blackmail may at the same time
pursue a range of widely shared and morally acceptable goals. 
They may even pursue those goals with inherently respectable
means, to the contentment of an overwhelming proportion of the
population. Are they not exercising leadership? Understanding
public leadership is to take it in all its shades of grey: leading and
following, heroes and villains, the capable and the incompetent,
winners and losers.

This is precisely why the job of evaluating public leadership – which,
after all, is one crucial form of understanding it – is so difficult. In
Chapter 7 we shall explore these complexities and offer a normative
framework for public leadership assessment in which the inherent
dilemmas of exercising leadership are built into rather than organized
out of the equation.
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The art and profession of leading

If they have a viable coalition behind them, leaders may go against the
prevailing tide, take a gamble on history, and really drive major inno-
vations and reforms. Many leaders who do so may be written off as
quixotic and face punishment in one way or another. But some of them
succeed: Martin Luther King on US race relations in the 1960s, Ronald
Reagan on macro-economic management in the early 1980s, and Hugo
Chavez on undermining the US’s authority claims in its self-proclaimed
Latin-American backyard in the 1990s.

It pays, therefore, to ask why some leaders are able to swim against
the tide of existing structures, traditions and conventional wisdoms, and
to achieve policy reforms and social changes against the odds. The
temptation is always there to attribute this to some special qualities they
possess – the ‘great man’ theory of leadership. But on closer inspection
that account is almost always unpersuasive: no public leader I know
managed to achieve all his or her objectives all of the time, yet the indi-
vidual presumably possessed roughly the same set of personal qualities
throughout. Even people like Abraham Lincoln, Mahatma Gandhi and
Winston Churchill suffered many defeats and made many discernible
errors of judgement before they achieved historical greatness.

Nor did they ever work completely alone. Behind every ‘great’
leader are some indispensable collaborators, advisers and mentors,
without whom the leader’s achievements would not have materialized.
In Chapter 8, in a deliberate perspectivist break with the rest of the
book, we take on the mantle of such an associate of a leader with
major reform aspirations. Building in part on the fast-growing knowl-
edge from both political science and management studies about the
dynamics of ‘leading change’ in sticky systems with lots of ‘veto play-
ers’, and in part following in the footsteps of Machiavelli and other
hands-on advisers to leaders whose maxims were more steeped in first-
hand observation of leaders at work then in systematic theory develop-
ment, we move from diagnostic into prescriptive mode. We articulate a
number of key ‘dos and don’ts’ for public leaders trying to perform the
archetypal work of change agent. In Chapter 9 we conclude the book.
Retaining the practical hands-on perspective of Chapter 8, we move
back in diagnostic mode and reflect on the future challenges and shape
of public leadership in a fast changing world.
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