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‘The authors have written an excellent and concise overview of the public leadership field that is useful for both scholars and practitioners. The book is filled with valuable summaries and insights.’

—John Bryson, University of Minnesota, USA

‘This gem is essential reading for all who teach or research leadership and indeed for leaders in any field seeking an insight into their role. It is strong on dispelling popular myths, but provides very useable alternative frameworks.’

—Allan Fels, Australia and New Zealand School of Government

‘Paul ’t Hart, now with Lars Tummers for the second edition, has pulled off another tour de force. The synthesis and exploration of public leaders and leadership from several angles is thought-provoking, insightful and engaging. This book extends, through its scholarship, the field of public leadership as a distinct field. It should be read by students, academics and practitioners alike. This area of academic work has never been more needed as the world faces a series of political, economic, social, technological and environmental challenges. Leadership responses to these challenges range from the illiberal to the democratic so this book is particularly valuable and timely.’

—Jean Hartley, Open University, UK

‘Paul ’t Hart and Lars Tummers’ sophisticated view of public leadership emphasizes the relevance of leaders, relationships, institutional arrangements, contexts and contingencies. Using captivating practical stories as examples, the book unravels how these factors work together to understand both what produces good leadership and what impact leadership has in public life. The authors successfully achieve their goal of conveying “what we know of (political, administrative and civic) leadership” in the very unique and messy world of public and collective problem-solving.’

—Sonia M. Ospina, New York University, USA

‘Relying on scholarship from a diversity of academic disciplines, this new edition of Understanding Public Leadership provides insight into the most pressing issues in public leadership in current times. It departs from a focus on the individual leader to convincingly convey the message that public leadership should be seen as relational and collaborative. Identifying time and change as contexts and objects of public leadership, ’t Hart and Tummers challenge the reader to reflect on both the state of the art of leadership research and her own leadership practice.’

—Sandra Groeneveld, Leiden University, the Netherlands

‘The book contributes significantly to the literature on public leadership by discussing political, administrative and civic leadership. In contrast to the traditional focus on downward influence exerted by single individuals, this book is about leading up, down and out, and it addresses novel issues such as shared leadership. The high scientific level and very useful boxes with practical examples mean that I can unreservedly recommend it to both academics and practitioners.’

—Lotte Bøgh Andersen, Aarhus University, Denmark

‘The second edition of Understanding Public Leadership is a great resource, particularly for political leaders and public servants aspiring to understand the power, opportunities and vagaries of leadership. It is a wonderful teaching resource in providing a sound and highly relevant theoretical framework linked to contemporary international examples of what has both worked and failed in individual and collective leadership styles and approaches. Importantly for leaders in the public sector, it focusses at its heart on the uniqueness of public, as opposed to private entrepreneurship. Paul ’t Hart and Lars Tummers have delivered a product that will enrich debate on the centrality, rather than marginalisation, of public leadership and its contribution to public value creation.’

—Ken Smith, Australia and New Zealand School of Government

‘There is a bizarre gap between the importance of public leadership in times of uncertainty and populism and its neglect in scholarly literature. Paul ’t Hart and Lars Tummers fill this gap brilliantly. Based on a sophisticated analytical scheme, they address the relevant key questions: What are the ingredients of leadership that respond to the requirements of accountability, effective problem solving and overall trustworthiness? How do leadership challenges differ in times of normalcy, accelerated change and crises? How to cope with the tension between responsiveness towards the public and defending the realm of institutional integrity? Despite its analytical depth the book is easy to read due to clarity in style and rich empirical illustrations. In its second edition, it will expand its role as a standard reference for scholars and practitioners alike.’

—Wolfgang Seibel, University of Konstanz, Germany
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Preface to the Second Edition

It has been gratifying to observe that the first edition of this book, which was published five years ago, has had a significant uptake in several parts of the world. Clearly there are convenors of courses and programmes on public leadership out there who feel that there is value in using a textbook that does not simply transplant generic (mostly business-oriented) insights about leadership to the public sector context. The first edition of this book took the view that the specific characteristics of the public sector – such as its fundamentally political nature, the institutional norms and rhythms of (democratic) governance and the prominent role of public opinion and civil society – shape the nature of its leadership challenges, roles and processes. To understand public leadership we therefore need a language and an analytical toolkit that are attuned to these distinctive characteristics. Building upon and integrating a wide array of both ‘generic’ and ‘sector-specific’ research traditions that is what the first edition of this book sought to offer.

That objective has remained unchanged in this second edition. At the same time, its design and contents have been adapted significantly in light of the experiences and feedback gained during the past years. A second author has come on board. Lars’ deep knowledge of both classic and cutting-edge behavioural public administration and leadership research, as well as on change and innovation in public sector organizations, strongly complements Paul’s original focus on political and administrative elites, public policymaking and crisis management.

In composing the second edition we were determined not to allow the overall length and number of chapters to swell. We have retained the stylistic look and feel of the book, but have made some big calls on its content. It became clear to us that the original edition’s major flaw was that it lacked sustained attention for ‘leading change’, which ironically has been a centrepiece topic in how each of us and many colleagues around the world think about, research and teach leadership. The original ‘memo to an agent of change’ was so different in form and intent from the rest of the book that we have decided to drop it and write an entirely new chapter on leading change that is more aligned to the other chapters.

One other significant change is that we have included the voices of scholars and practitioners of public leadership in a series of new text boxes. We are extremely grateful to Annika Brändström (Ministry of Justice, Sweden), Lotte Bøgh Andersen (Aarhus University and Crown Prince Frederik’s Center for Public Leadership), Richard Callahan (University of San Francisco and editor of the International Journal of Public Leadership), Jacqui Curtis (Australian Tax Office), and Wim Kuijken (inaugural Delta Commissioner of the Netherlands and president of the supervisory board of the De Nederlandsche Bank) for sharing their expertise and experiences of public leadership with our readers.

We would like to acknowledge our academic home in the Netherlands, the Utrecht School of Governance (USG) of Utrecht University, a fantastic place to work for academics like us who enjoy collaborative work and look for a healthy balance between research and impact-oriented activities. We thank the leadership of our school for continuing to promote such a balanced approach, as well as the USG community – secretariat, front office, catering, students, faculty, PhD students and postdocs – that make our school such a wonderful place. We know we are fortunate to be working here.

Paul would like to acknowledge that this project has received funding from the European Research Council (ERC) under the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme (grant agreement n° 694266). I also acknowledge the ongoing support of the Netherlands School of Public Administration and its co-deans, Paul Frissen and Mark van Twist, as well as the Australia New Zealand School of Government and its dean Ken Smith. Both continue to provide me with the opportunities to engage with mid-career and senior executive public servants, from whom I have learned at least as much about leadership than I, hopefully, have been able to pass on to them. I am especially thankful to Robbie MacPherson who has inspired me to step out of my comfort zone in the leadership classroom, and whose friendship has been an unexpected but now precious by-product of what has now been nearly a decade of collaboration on two continents.

Lars would like to acknowledge all leaders with whom he has worked in his career. They inspired me to study leadership. This started when I was working as a junior change management consultant at PwC (PricewaterhouseCoopers) where I experienced some highly inspiring leadership but also witnessed senior executives who in my view acted strangely and counterproductively. I was intrigued by the contrasts and started reading books about leadership. The first one I picked up was by leadership studies pioneer Manfred Kets de Vries, which dealt with narcissism in leadership. It was an enlightening experience that made me understand organizational realities better and deal with them more productively. After a few years of reading, I started doing my own research on leadership, and continue to do so with undiminished enthusiasm. I hope that this book will do for some people what Kets de Vries’s book did for me back then.

As with the first edition, we welcome feedback from colleagues and other users of the book so we can keep it to the point and in tune with the ever-changing tides of leadership research and leadership practice in the public sector. You can contact us at P.tHart@uu.nl and L.G.Tummers@uu.nl.

Paul ’t Hart
Lars Tummers
Utrecht, the Netherlands

1Introducing Public Leadership

PUBLIC LEADERSHIP: PIVOTAL AND TRICKY

Every group or society needs to be governed if it is to survive and its members are to thrive. And every system of government requires what we have come to think of as ‘leadership’, at least from time to time, for 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 exercised. Societies need the creative force that is leadership, but we should also be acutely aware of the risks of channelling too much power, authority and public adulation towards only a few people.

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 observation (Wren 2006). And, by inference, it cannot be taught in the cerebral environment of an academic classroom or executive seminar. 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 practice this condemns those aspiring to leadership to a life of tough judgement calls between the passion that fires them up, the feeling of personal responsibility that drives them on, and a sense of proportion that is necessary to exercise good judgement.

Leadership as conceived by some of 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, intuition, 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 vicarious 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.

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, handbooks, 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 management 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 professional 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 rewards packages. Leadership education is ubiquitous. Everyone attends meetings 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 scholar 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 mystification of idiosyncratic ‘charisma’ in a nearly evidence-free environment versus the imposition of a quasi-scientific ‘one size fits all’. Both privilege one form of leadership knowledge over the other. 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 approach more than it does the first. But we 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.

DEFINITIONS

The terms ‘leader’ and ‘leadership’ are incredibly popular. Consulting Google in February 2019 we got more than 1.6 billion hits for the search term ‘leader’ and more than 1.2 billion for ‘leadership’. People pay hefty fees to attend seminars by ‘leadership gurus’, whose books are stacked up high in airport bookshops worldwide. They feed aspiring leaders concepts, stories, maxims and prescriptions. Their work is designed to empower and inspire. In the stories they tell, the roles are clear: there is one leader who knows, questions, analyses, decides, talks, acts, and inspires their staff, supporters and stakeholders to follow them. As we will see, in reality and especially in the public sphere things are a lot more complex. In most polities, political power is never concentrated in a few hands, in most public organizations much leadership work is performed regardless of their formal structures, and citizens groups and social movements tend to have quite diffuse and not seldom fractious collective leadership structures.

Public leaders are people who exercise considerable influence over the way in which communities deal with issues. Such public leaders are often found in high places – holders of public offices: presidents, mayors, ministers, agency heads, members of constitutional courts, police commissioners. Their office accords them certain formal powers as well as the capacity to mobilize attention and resources. By virtue of their positions they are authorized to make strategic decisions. They can initiate policies, change the strategy of the organization, strengthen alliances with important stakeholders, make resources available for large new projects, change the rules for decision-making, focus the agenda of their system on particular issues and get them to disregard others.

But there are also public leaders that are not in formal positions of authority. Public leadership can be exercised by people who do not hold a political office or a senior position in a government organization. These ‘informal leaders’ can be found across public organizations, in civil society groups, in the media, in academia, in the online world. The sources of their ability to influence others vary. They may boast a record of many years of public service, be highly passionate about a particular public issue or possess deep knowledge about an issue. Some are famous, and thus attract a lot of public attention to the causes they pursue. Some are simply highly extraverted, highly energetic and enjoy being with others (Figure 1.1).

How can we tell when public leadership is being exercised? Many scholars have tried to define leadership, but a single dominant definition has never come to pass. In fact there are hundreds, as we show in Box 1.1. Bennis (1989: 259) observed that ‘the concept of leadership eludes us or turns up in another form to taunt us again with its slipperiness and complexity. So we have invented an endless proliferation of terms to deal with it … and still the concept is not sufficiently defined.’ Leadership theorist Fred Fiedler likewise noted that ‘there are almost as many definitions of leadership as there are leadership theories – and there are as many theories of leadership as there are psychologists working in the field’ (1967: 1). In other words, leadership is a ‘magic’ or ‘golden’ concept, one that inspires scholars and practitioners and that everyone is for. But it also vague, meaning everything and nothing at the same time (Pollitt and Hupe 2011; Pressman and Wildavsky 1984).
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Figure 1.1 Varieties of public leadership

Two public leaders are shown above (Malala Yousafzai and Angela Merkel). What makes them so? What are the sources of their influence?

Source: Yousafzai: Russell Watkins/Department for International Development; Merkel:

Getty Images/Feng Li


Box 1.1 Leadership’s definitional bonanza

Many scholars have tried to define leadership. Here is a number of classic and relevant – but also quite diverse – definitions of leadership.

‘Exercising leadership is trading in hope.’

Ascribed to Napoleon Bonaparte, who by any standard was a gifted practitioner of leadership, this notion suggests that the key function of leadership is to imbue followers and constituencies with a sense of direction and a sense of optimism and empowerment about their ability to make progress, even in difficult circumstances.

‘Leadership is an interpersonal relation in which others comply because they want to, not because they have to.’

Echoing Napoleon, sociologist Robert Merton (1969: 2615) highlights that leadership is a form of persuasion that drives on psychic rewards and positive interventions, such as inspiring speeches, bonuses and recognition. A leadership relationship therefore differs from an authority relationship.

‘Leadership is the ability of an individual to influence, motivate, and enable others to contribute toward the effectiveness and success of the organizations of which they are members.’

In a large project systematically studying leadership in 61 nations, Robert House and colleagues (2002: 5) look especially at the individual within organizations. Leadership is also defined by its outcomes, but given its positive slant it is difficult to integrate ‘bad’ leadership in this definition.

‘Leadership is a process of attributing causation to individual social actors.’

In an influential article in the Academy of Management Review, Jeffrey Pfeffer (1977: 104) suggests that it is often problematic to pinpoint whether leadership truly moves others or has societal effects. It is more interesting to study leaders as symbols and when and why people attribute something to leadership. Whereas it is hard to establish with certainty whether a particular policy success or organizational failure is truly the fault of the leader, it is more valuable and feasible to analyse how different constituencies hold their leaders accountable for successes and failures.

‘Leadership is a formal or informal contextually rooted and goal-influencing process that occurs between a leader and a follower, group of followers, or institutions.’

Gleaned from a recent overview book by Antonakis and Day (2017: 6), this definition emphasizes that leadership is rooted in a particularly context, and manifests itself in group and/or institutional settings.

‘Leadership is about disappointing people at a rate they can stand.’

Where Napoleon creates an understanding of leadership as leading from the front, showing the way and inspiring people to follow, Harvard scholar Ronald Heifetz argues that heroic conceptions of leadership breed ‘inappropriate dependencies’ on all-knowing, all-powerful authority figures. This is particularly so in complex situations where no single person can be expected to have all the answers and progress can only be made by the system as a whole stepping up and learning. Leaders can prompt this to happen by asking hard questions and keeping people focused on the issues, but purposefully not articulate a vision and set direction.



Box 1.1 demonstrates just how versatile – or, if one wants to be less kind, how opaque – the phenomenon of leadership and our ways of understanding it really are (see also Bass and Stogdill 1990). Yukl (2012) studied the various definitions used by scholars and noted that many conceptualize leadership as a process whereby intentional influence is exercised over other people to guide, structure and facilitate some common purpose or endeavour. We will place ourselves in this tradition and broadly conceive of public leadership as a process of influencing people to think or act differently concerning public issues from what they would otherwise have done. Hence effective leaders are able to move others – for good, as when Martin Luther King inspired around 250,000 people of all colours and creeds to walk with him during the Freedom March, as well as for bad – think of Hitler’s mesmerizing of the crowds at massive rallies in the late 1930s.

As far as leadership in (public) organizations is concerned it is furthermore important to distinguish between the work of leadership and the work of management. According to Barnard (1938) leadership is a strategic activity focused on determining the direction of the organization. Management is operational: it involves developing a structure of rules, penalties and rewards that ensures that the organization can continue to work well. Likewise, for Kotter (1996) ‘management’ encompasses all activities that ensure that an organization continues to perform in its current form: hiring and firing, measuring performance, analysing budgets, maintaining relations with the press, conducting performance interviews with staff, attending network meetings and so on. In this vein, public management aims to bring a degree of order, consistency and rationality to the administration of public programmes and the delivery of public services. Kotter then goes on to say that ‘leadership’ is about dealing with change and its implications for the future of policies, programmes and systems. Such changes are manifold. The world is confronted with abrupt as well as creeping technological, demographic, economic, strategic-military, regulatory and sociocultural changes that put pressure on existing public policies and institutions. Discerning them and working out what they might mean and how existing systems should adapt to them or be transformed by them is extraordinarily challenging work.

Note that the Kotterian distinction between leadership and management does not amount to saying that every leader is, or should be, an agent of change. The work of public leadership is subtler than that. Exercising public leadership can be about the preservation as much as it can be about the transformation of public institutions, policies, programmes, organizations and networks. Making such a definitional distinction does not mean that when your job title is ‘manager’ you cannot exercise leadership. ‘Managers’ are required to undertake leadership work from time; and the reflection, direction and dynamism that leadership can bring to a group or system amounts to nothing if there is not also a degree of ‘management’ to make sure that the system pursues its goals in an orderly fashion. For example, the success of the African National Congress (ANC) in breaking the spine of apartheid was not just due to Mandela’s front-stage charismatic and moral leadership; it was also due to the careful back-stage management of the resistance work and the delicate relationships, finances and logistics involved by people such as Oliver Tambo, Thabo Mbeki and Walter Sisulu.

We know that when senior public servants describe one of their colleagues as ‘a good manager, but not a leader’ this is not even faint praise and this colleague’s chances of promotion are dead. However, we think this reflects an underappreciation of the immense value-creating role of sound management practices. It is important not to downgrade the significance of good management in almost every human endeavour. While an under-led organization may over time atrophy and become irrelevant (if not die), an under-managed organization is tantamount to chaos, confusion, waste and quite possibly corruption. Management and leadership are the yin and yang of human projects: fundamentally different but complementary. None can do without the other. In this book we happen to focus on understanding how public leadership is exercised, but not at the price of sanctifying it above all other roles and skill sets that are necessary for conducting the public’s business.

Now that we have defined and demarcated our object of interest in this book – public leadership – it is time to situate the study of leadership as it has evolved over the decades and centuries. In the remainder of this chapter we will briefly highlight some key analytical perspectives on ‘understanding public leadership’ and salute the research traditions to which they have given rise.

STUDYING CAUSES AND CONSEQUENCES

Leadership is most often portrayed as a cause of certain societal or organizational outcomes: through leadership processes, things happen. But in leadership studies, many scholars also look at leadership as a consequence: things happen that affect leaders’ power, credibility and behaviour. This is shown in Figure 1.2 and discussed below.
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Figure 1.2 Studying leadership and leaders as a consequence or cause

When understanding public leadership as a cause, we want to explore how leadership works, when it is or is not impactful and why this is the case. Leadership in this perspective is a dynamic factor in a community, breathing life into public organizations, governments or social networks as they struggle to come to terms with an array of changes. In this view, leadership is about injecting ideas and ambitions into public governance; and it is about grasping realities and recognizing their transformative potential. In the Academic Insight box, leadership scholar Lotte Bøgh Andersen shows how leadership can indeed have such transformative potential, although it is certainly not easy to train people to be better leaders.


Academic Insight: Leadership training, motivation and performance

By Lotte Bøgh Andersen

Professor at Aarhus University and Director of the Crown Prince Frederik Center for Public Leadership, Denmark

Both decision-makers and researchers often argue that leadership is fundamentally important for improving public sector performance, but much of the scientific literature on leadership and performance has severe endogeneity problems. Using a field experiment with 672 Danish public and private managers and their 20,000 employees, the Leadership and Performance (LEAP) project investigated how leadership training can affect leadership and ultimately employee motivation and organizational performance.

Three types of leadership training were randomly assigned to the managers (and thus their organizations), while one out of four participating managers was randomized to be part of the control group. The focus was on transactional leadership based on exchange of material and verbal rewards for effort and transformational leadership based on articulation, sharing and maintaining the organizational vision. The leaders in the three treatment groups learned to use one of the two ‘pure’ leadership strategies or the combination of transformational and transactional leadership. By experimentally inducing changes in leadership behaviour, it was possible to analyse effects on motivation and performance.

One of the key findings is that public sector managers were better able to learn transformational leadership, compared to private sector leaders, from organizations with similar tasks. We compared public and private schools, public and private day-care facilities and financial organizations with different ownership (tax and banks). Out of the initial 672 leaders, 506 remained in the project for the full duration, including three rounds of employee and leader questionnaires and (for some organizations) two interview rounds. These data were combined with administrative data, for example on sickness absence, turnover and performance. The first survey took place before the training, the second after the training and the third survey was sent one year after that. Importantly, the employees with leaders in the treatment groups saw their leaders as more active after the leadership training compared to employees with leaders in the control group. The leaders in the control group were actually seen as using significantly less transformational and transactional leadership after only one year of leadership training.

The experiment shows that the leadership training can really change the leadership behaviour of the leaders who participate in the training. Especially when employee and organizational values are congruent, this can have a positive effect on employee motivation. This was demonstrated, for example, in public service motivation, intrinsic motivation and work engagement.

When the span of control is not too wide, leadership can also affect organizational performance. The effect does, however, depend on how we conceptualize performance. Key distinctions concern who the stakeholders behind a given performance criterion are and whether performance is inherently subjective (e.g., user satisfaction or employee perceived performance) or more objective (e.g., student test results). All three types of leadership training affected some types of organizational performance, for example average student scores in national tests, and the effects of leadership training programmes were (unsurprisingly) greatest when the managers participated in all the leadership training sessions. The effect was also bigger for managers who initially (according to their employees) had a low score on the leadership behaviours.

An element in the discussion of whether leadership training is worth-while is leadership identity, that is, the extent to which an individual views himself or herself as a leader. Public managers with leadership education have a more central leadership identity, while other public managers tend to let their occupational identity dominate. This is especially relevant in highly professionalized fields. The LEAP project finds a positive relationship between leadership identity and transformational leadership, and this finding exemplifies how the findings from the project have already been used in national policymaking. The Danish Leadership and Management Commission delivered its report in June 2018. Many of its recommendations are based on findings from the LEAP project, for instance concerning leadership training, transformational leadership, leadership identity and value creation for citizens and society. The empirical data collected by the commission was also used for further analysis of some of the questions raised in the wake of the LEAP project, illustrating how research and practice can benefit each other.

For more information on the LEAP project, see www.leap-project.dk.



In this perspective, 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 inducing them collectively to go on journeys they would otherwise never have contemplated, let alone taken.

Accordingly, many accounts of leadership focus on how what leaders do affects the systems in which they operate. Understanding leadership as a cause of, for example, breakthrough public policies, the occurrence and the resolution of crises, public sector reforms, the rise and fall of social movements, the performance and reputation of public agencies and public service providers, political revolts and regime changes, is and will always remain important. Though much of social life is governed by shared traditions, rules and practices, there are always ‘events’ and dynamics within and around social systems that defy existing sensemaking scripts, value sets and institutional arrangements. Grasping that, diagnosing it and making a persuasive case for preserving, abandoning or adapting those scripts, values and routines is a leadership task. Study every epochal change, epic conflict or major innovation and you will find leadership at work – though more often than not in a form of distributed leadership rather than the single ‘heroic’ activist that might get all the public credit for it. Understanding the effects of leadership raises important questions, including ‘Can leadership strategies be copied and transplanted successfully in other countries and contexts?’, ‘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 leadership is to take it as the puzzle itself rather than as a potential explanation for other puzzles. In this perspective, we ask questions about how certain people reach senior public office; why some people holding such office choose to undertake leadership work whereas others do not; why some people succeed in performing public leadership even without occupying such high offices; and how and why leadership roles and careers come to an end. In short: leadership not as a cause but as a consequence. In academic jargon: here we take leadership itself as the ‘dependent variable’ – that which is to be explained – and examine a range of other factors and variables that impact 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 selection mechanisms apply in these spheres? What if the rules of the leadership selection game are biased in favour of people from certain social or professional backgrounds? 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? We may also want to know about the offices themselves: What are the 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 gets to lead, how and why can teach us much, not only about the nature of these individual leaders but also about the values and power realities of the communities and institutions in which they operate.

STUDYING LEADERS

Who or what do we study when seeking to understand public leadership: 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 foremost, 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 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 governments 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 provide them with a platform for shaping public policies, norms and debates.

Finally, and as noted earlier in the chapter, 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 critical of the government of the day some civic organizations and their leaders might be. Standout individuals at the helm of trade unions, churches, social movements, mass media, community organizations and even business 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.

Whether it is exercised in political, administrative or civic settings, 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 they took these countries in very different 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, while Mugabe sought to extend his rule indefinitely and waged war on the democratic opposition, before reluctantly accepting a power-sharing deal, which he subsequently sought to manipulate to consolidate his power. Counterfactual questions about the roles of leaders at critical historical junctures make one ponder the point. What would have happened to the course of the United States if Hillary Clinton rather than Donald Trump had won the 2016 US presidential election? What if UK prime minister David Cameron had stared down sections of his party who insisted that the idea of holding a referen-dum on exiting the European Union be central to the Conservatives’ 2015 election manifesto?

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 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 distinctive 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. 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 very 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. A sign on US president Harry Truman’s Oval Office desk read ‘The buck stops here’. He practised what he preached, committing the United States to the use of two nuclear bombs within a week – and later proudly claimed that he never lost any sleep over doing so. Some leaders revel in being at the helm. They 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.

Yet the opposite also occurs. Quite a few American presidents suffered from low self-esteem rather than the reverse (Greenstein 2002: 8). Some, like Calvin Coolidge, were clinically depressed (McDermott 2008: 34). Some leaders loathe having to make decisions, particularly risky ones that for which no one at lower levels dares to take responsibility. Some political leaders may feel overwhelmed by the very complexity of the issues and of the processes of governing. Echoing all of the above, US president Warren Harding (quoted in George 1974: 187) once 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 somewhere 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.

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. Harding’s distant successor Ronald Reagan is an interesting case in point. 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 one of the twentieth century’s most highly rated US presidents, mainly because his charisma (see, for instance, his use of humour – Meyer 1990), compensated for what may have been a modest IQ (intelligence quotient). Consider the contrast between Reagan and intellectually more gifted but emotionally complex individuals such as Richard Nixon and Bill Clinton. They 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 United States’ most revered presidents – Franklin D. Roosevelt (FDR) and John F. Kennedy (JFK) – were effectively 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).

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 and roles matter for how (and how well) they lead. A good example of the way political scientists have tried to ‘read’ leaders through motivational analysis is the work of David Winter (2002) who studied the speech acts (speeches, interviews, letters, writings, etc.) of a great number of US presidents and other political leaders. He and his colleagues 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 achievement, affiliation and power. They then illustrated how the presence or absence of these motivational drives related to particular leadership actions and outcomes. Table 1.1 clarifies what the three motivational drives entail, and to what sorts of leadership behaviour they are likely to give rise.
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