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Foreword

There is a delicious paradox in the concept of worldly leadership: to be 
of any use at all, leadership must be properly indigenous, rooted in a 
particular time and place. Can such leadership also be generalized to 
the world at large? I suggest that the answer is yes, because the practice 
of leadership in a ‘worldly’ manner educes or draws out universally rec-
ognizable ideals of unity, truth, beauty and goodness, even while it is 
clothed in power, politics and petty instrumentalism. These ideals are 
ever present in worldly leadership; in fact, idealistic otherworldliness may 
be crucial for fully being in the world. If so, this book will be about 
manifesting worldly ideals: a proper manifesto.

Worldliness is, as much as anything else, a mindset, a turn of mind or 
way of thinking about the world ‘out there’, and about oneself and one’s 
relations to it. Worldliness evokes the all-embracing sense of ‘the whole 
world’, and there is a subtle difference to ‘global’, which implies some-
thing more uniform. While ‘globalization’ speaks to the convergence of 
cultures and economies, worldliness refers to the tremendous multiplic-
ity of ways of living, of meanings, priorities and choices; of cultural 
trajectories that hail from different histories and create different con-
texts in the present. A worldly person is experienced in life, in the affairs 
of the world, sophisticated, practical, temporal and earthly.

The world is one and many. Conceptually it is impossible to consider any-
thing without a prior assumption of unity, the singleness of ‘it’, the object of 
thought. When we think of a world it is as a unity; if we conceive it as synony-
mous with a planet, we must immediately think of the many other planets, 
and thus a multiplicity of worlds united in Cosmos. A planet or globe is a sin-
gleness of shared space and time, in which a multitude of species and forms of 
consciousness exist, inextricably interdependent, yet each distinct.

From a human perspective, the world as ‘one’ emphasizes our com-
mon humanity, and makes possible concepts such as ‘human nature’; 
the world as ‘many’ points to the multiplicity of locales, cultures, spe-
cies, ecosystems, values.

This book is a celebration of this paradox, and exploration of its twists 
and turns, and most importantly, it expresses the most longed for qual-
ity of leadership: wisdom.

Jonathan Gosling
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1
Introduction: The Emerging Case 
for Worldly Leadership
Peter Case, Sharon Turnbull and Shakoor Khakwani

3

This book is the first of its kind to bring together non-western, indig-
enous and eastern perspectives on leadership. Leadership theory has for 
too long been the exclusive domain of western academics developing 
leadership theories from the perspective of western institutions. Often 
these theories remain detached from practical action. We know that 
much leadership wisdom lies outside this dominant Western academy, 
but that this wisdom is rarely profiled or published. We believe that 
this must change. Worldly leadership calls for a pooling of the combined 
leadership wisdoms from all parts of the globe – whether these are 
contemporary or ancient wisdoms. We fear that as the world becomes 
increasingly homogenous as a result of the ‘flattening’ impact of the 
internet and advancing global communication technology, the exist-
ing dominant voices may drive out the leadership wisdoms of minority, 
indigenous and ancient wisdoms. It does not have to be so. With these 
new technologies, an opportunity now presents itself for leaders across 
the world to share and combine the leadership knowledge and practice 
that exist in many corners of the world: wisdoms that would otherwise 
remain unknown outside their community. Ancient philosophies can 
enable us to reframe and rethink the enormous challenges of respon-
sible, ethical and sustainable leadership of the world. The majority of 
leaders across the globe today have been conditioned in some way by 
western and US-centric leadership theories and methodologies. This 
thinking has been driven through our global business schools and busi-
ness cultures, often to the exclusion of non-western traditions and cul-
tures and the valuable insights and wisdom these may have to offer.

Together with colleagues from around the world, we launched a lead-
ership research project which seeks to deepen understanding of leader-
ship wisdom from different cultures and societies around the world. 

S. Turnbull et al. (eds.), Worldly Leadership
© Palgrave Macmillan, a division of Macmillan Publishers Limited 2012 



4 Peter Case, Sharon Turnbull and Shakoor Khakwani

This leadership wisdom lies hidden in ancient, indigenous societies and 
cultures and is a highly dispersed body of knowledge, which, we argue, 
has hitherto been under-researched. We believe that a ‘worldly leader’ 
today needs more than western / US-centric leadership theories, and 
have set out to uncover these alternative wisdoms. This book profiles 
non-western leadership wisdoms, and draws from papers presented at 
the first Worldly Leadership Symposium held at The Leadership Trust 
in Ross-on-Wye in 2009.

What is meant by ‘global leadership’? To what kind of practices might 
this concept refer and what are the implications of such practices? 
Scholars and practitioners who believe in the ‘globality’ of manage-
ment and leadership relate global leadership to multiple organizational 
themes such as change, culture, performance, values, globalization, 
environment, vision and strategy. What concerns us in this book is how 
leadership is practised in contemporary organizations and whether it is 
meaningful to speak of ‘global leadership’ at all.

In common parlance global leadership may mean looking for a 
standardized ‘one best way’ to lead or expedite authority which is 
applicable across organizations, industries, sectors, nations and cul-
tures. However, we question whether it is possible or desirable to 
search for such a panacea. The very idea of global leadership seems to 
have an overbearing positive and normative intention. Its discourse 
seldom addresses the shadow side of globalization or the problems, 
paradoxes and grey areas associated with leading complex organiza-
tions. For us, there is an inefficacy to the concept of global leadership 
as, in practice, it is difficult to restrict the degree of diversity associ-
ated with leadership or contain it within a universal normative pro-
gramme (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000).

‘Global leadership’ is of course a label that has been attached to 
numerous differing concepts for as long as economic globalization has 
been on the world agenda. It is a contested term. Not only is leadership 
a word with countless definitions and interpretations, but globaliza-
tion has a multitude of meanings as well. Mendenhall et al. (2008) 
traces global leadership back to the emergence of international busi-
ness as a separate field of study in the 1950s and 1960s. The 1970s then 
saw an increase in studies of expatriate managers working in cultures 
different from their own. It was not however, he suggests, until the 
1990s that the term globalization came to mean more than this, and 
to focus on the increased complexity, difference, interdependence and 
ambiguity that managers were starting to face as a result of these shifts 
on the world economic stage.
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A plethora of books and articles have been published on the subject, 
seeking to identify what this means for both research and practice, 
along with a range of offerings for how to develop these individual and 
organizational competences. Indeed, in March 2008 an internet discus-
sion on the Network of Leadership Scholars discussion site took up the 
question, ‘Is there such a thing as global leadership?’, prompting ani-
mated debate over a period of a few days, and demonstrating the lack 
of clarity and diversity of views that this term engenders. Some of the 
respondents felt that global leadership is about universally endorsed 
leader attributes. For others, global leadership represents a sub-field of 
leadership differing from traditional leadership due to the demands of 
globalization.

Nevertheless, the vast majority of research studies conducted in the 
field of global leadership have been seeking to define a set of global 
leadership competencies, and there are many such studies. Jokinen 
(2005) set out to draw together these studies to establish a more inte-
grative framework, suggesting that ‘increasing understanding of dif-
ferent aspects of globalization and interrelationships of various factors 
and their changes will help organisations to meet the new challenges 
brought about by globalization, whether their primary operation envi-
ronment is domestic, international or global’. However, she concludes 
that there is little agreement among researchers on what constitutes 
these global competencies, or about what competencies are vital for glo-
bal leadership, because the definition of global leadership is so unclear. 
She also points out that much of the early research was focussed solely 
on expatriates, a much narrower perspective than the one adopted by 
many researchers today.

The quest for an understanding of the term often seems circular in 
nature with Moran and Riesenberger (1994), for example, suggesting 
that for globalization, one of the competencies that managers should 
have is ‘a global mindset’ which sounds like a tautology. Indeed, many 
of the competencies identified for global leaders do not sound dissimilar 
to the competencies required by domestic leaders. For example, ‘global 
literacies’ are defined by Rosen et al. (2000) as ‘personal, social, busi-
ness and cultural literacy’. Another study (Bueno & Tubbs, 2004) has 
proposed (1) communication (2) motivation to learn (3) flexibility (4) 
open-mindedness (5) respect for others and (6) sensitivity as the key 
global leadership competencies. Kets de Vries and Florent-Treacy (2002) 
take the perspective that global leadership competencies are indeed 
the same as domestic leadership competencies, but suggest that global 
leaders are ones who ‘retain these capabilities even in completely 
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unfamiliar situations’ and they label this ability: ‘emotional global 
intelligence’. Many of the studies that have been conducted to date, 
however, are limited by being primarily based on a narrow conception 
of global leader as expatriate leader, or are based on a homogenous sam-
ple of data from one country.

Osland’s (2008) comprehensive survey of the global leadership litera-
ture identified 56 global leadership competencies (a list too long to be 
useful, as she herself notes). She has distilled these into six core catego-
ries of (1) cross cultural relationship skills (2) traits (3) global business 
expertise (4) global organizing expertise (5) cognitive orientation and 
(6) visioning. She recognizes that few leaders live up to these ideals, 
however, and points to the need for further research, specifically into 
how these competencies are best developed in leaders.

Clearly the term global leader is highly contested, and the competen-
cies required are either too diverse or too broad to assist in shaping a 
curriculum for global leadership development. Given this confusion, 
this book seeks to go beyond the competency debate to uncover alter-
native ways to conceptualize global leadership, and then to reflect on 
the implications for leadership development. Moving away from the 
psychological and behavioural perspectives, and adopting alternative 
lenses from organizational theory, the idea of ‘worldly leadership’ is 
explored as an alternative way of thinking about this phenomenon.

The worldly leadership proposition

We propose that ‘worldly leadership’, based on the ‘worldly mind-set’ 
advanced by Gosling and Mintzberg (2003) may be a more fruitful way 
of conceptualizing international leadership processes. As they have 
noted, worldliness contrasts with the rapidly growing globalization dis-
course which ‘sees the world from a distance that encourages homoge-
nization of behaviour ... A closer look, however, reveals something quite 
different: This globe is made up of all kinds of worlds’ (Mintzberg, 2004, 
p. 304). The worldly mindset, therefore, is not globalization repackaged, 
but something quite different that results in the emergence of a differ-
ent conception of the leadership process.

Worldly leadership can be analysed in terms of three dimensions as 
follows: (1) the assessment of leadership development processes perva-
sive in today’s corporate world; (2) the evaluation of global leadership 
from a critical management perspective; and, (3) an appreciation of 
non-western or indigenous leadership constructs and narratives.
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Leadership development

How is global leadership preached and practised in organizations? By 
‘preaching’ we refer to leadership as represented in mainstream aca-
demic textbooks and in professional development events organized 
by management trainers and consultants. Our argument here is that 
although global leadership may form part of a discourse for education 
and training, this rendition bears little resemblance to actual practices. 
Our concern is to demonstrate that even if leadership is commonly 
construed in global terms, its practice is invariably culturally specific, 
situation bound and, by nature, emergent. We draw inspiration for our 
critique of leadership training from observation and a firsthand account 
of an international training programme on global leadership organized 
by South Asian International Conference (SAICON) 2008.

The training programme in question was more than five hours long and 
deliberately incorporated within a three-day international conference on 
globalization entitled as ‘Globalization and Change: Issues, Concerns and 
Impact’ held in Pakistan. This event was hosted jointly by the Association of 
Global Business Advancement (AGBA), the Higher Education Commission 
Pakistan and COMSATS University, Islamabad. It was attended mostly by 
senior executives working in multinationals and prestigious large public 
and private sector organizations in Pakistan. A few academics who were 
there to attend the conference also participated in the training session. 
There were three lead trainers facilitating the event: one academic-turned-
trainer (of Pakistani origin) from George Washington University and 
two professional business consultants, one of Indian origin and other of 
East Asian descent. One of the authors, Khakwani, attended this session 
with a view to learning more about the dynamics of corporate training 
and leadership development in the Pakistani context. Though the sole 
focus of all three lead trainers was to promote and preach the globality 
of leadership, looking beneath the surface somewhat revealed a different 
set of phenomena. It appeared that the success of this type of training 
programme depended not so much on grand or abstract concepts such as 
those of ‘global’ or ‘cultural leadership’ as on how effectively trainers were 
able to contextualize and make participants realize, feel and interpret the 
programme contents in relation to their own practices.

Global leadership – a transcendental rhetoric

Here we would like to highlight some participant observations made 
during the training workshop. First, the concept of global leadership 
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development as promoted in this training was more of a superficial rhet-
oric than an informing ideology. For instance, leadership was promoted 
as a panacea for all organizational ills, and is considered as the ‘magic 
wand’. The wordiness of the following claim, used in the slides by the 
academic-turned-trainer in the leadership programme, is illustrative in 
this respect, ‘Leadership is about shaping a new way of life. To do that 
you must take risks and accept responsibility for making change hap-
pen’. In today’s corporate world, leaders are typically lauded for their 
abilities to manage change, resolve conflict and innovate in shaping 
organizational life. Hence, the dominant language or discourse is mak-
ing things or change happen. For instance, ‘A leader has to be able to 
change an organization that is dreamless and visionless ... someone’s got 
to make a wake up call.’ The crucial assumption in the above extracts 
is the leaders’ ability to make change happen in a very decisive and 
assertive way, thereby leading to some kind of predictable, determinis-
tic or, indeed, formulaic way. This kind of discourse is also reflected in 
some of the academic literature. Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner, for 
example, claim that ‘What increasingly happens is that leaders manage 
culture by fine tuning values and dilemmas and then that culture runs 
the organization’ (2001, p. 2).

To develop such abilities or competencies among trainees, trainers 
in this field make use of popular and archetypal analytical frameworks 
which can be located in two categories: (1) leadership theory, and (2) 
cross-cultural analysis. Within the first category the most commonly 
observed frameworks are Michigan School-inspired ‘people’ versus 
‘task’ orientation of leaders of the 2 by 2 matrix form, producing four 
‘leadership styles’ (e.g. Blake and Mouton’s managerial grid consist-
ing of Country Club, Authoritarian, Impoverished and Team leader). 
Another popular framework, though not mentioned in this particular 
training session but generally used as the source of leadership develop-
ment curriculum, is the concept of situational leadership (e.g. Hersey & 
Blanchard, 1988). This approach focuses on behavioural modification, 
and rests again on four leadership styles: Telling, Selling, Participating 
and Delegating. Within the same category of analysis, the recent focus 
of corporate trainers has shifted towards transaction and transforma-
tional leadership frameworks. The imperative here is to make partic-
ipants aware of, or learn attributes associated with, team leadership, 
participating and delegating and transformational leadership. So, what-
ever the framework used, the intention of trainers is to make partici-
pants realize that there are universal ‘best practices’ or ‘ideal’ modes of 
leadership which, moreover, can be learnt. During the session attended, 
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participants were given further exercises or case studies through which 
they could diagnose, assess and score themselves and then make com-
parisons with others.

The second form of analysis employed was that of cross-cultural 
frameworks. Until recently the Hofstede (1991) analytical framework 
has been relied on in corporate training to sensitize leaders to differ-
ences and distinctions within or across nations. However, it is the House 
(2005) framework which is increasingly being considered as state of the 
art by trainers and used as a comprehensive tool for cross-cultural anal-
yses. Both approaches assume that successful leadership is something 
global and universal in nature. Once leaders are aware and mindful of a 
finite number of variations in leadership styles they can readily adjust or 
adapt to any cross-cultural scenario. In this respect, House’s eight ideal 
types can be viewed as an extension of Hofstede’s four or five types. 
According to these approaches, global leadership entails equipping 
a global mindset with conceptual tools and frameworks to deal with 
all possible admixtures of international culture. In the training pro-
gramme we observed, the first speaker was an academic of Pakistani ori-
gin trained in Anglo-US academic settings who proceeded to introduce 
conceptual aspects of global leadership. This was followed by a speaker 
of Indian origin who, the audience was told, worked with ‘leading mul-
tinational firms’ and another speaker from East Asia. Interesting to note 
was that all three were focusing and preaching knowledge and practices 
which were more Western than Asian in perspective. The two speakers 
were interested in raising fundamental questions: how do you profile 
your self, your organization, your city, state or nation? Fascinating to 
observe was the scope of the training remit – overarching, all inclusive 
and exhaustive – a phenomenon referred to by Jacob (2005) as that of 
an ‘extensive global sweep’.

Having introduced House’s ideal types of leader the trainers moved 
on to the acquisition of leadership skills. They claimed that only 10 per 
cent of leaders are born, so the rest have to rely on an MBA education in 
order to acquire and develop appropriate skill sets. While profiling lead-
ing multinationals like IBM, SONY and GE, the trainers made simplis-
tic comparisons between leadership styles and brand images of these 
organizations. It was rather shocking to find individuals, organizations 
(like Sony, IBM and GE), countries (like USA, China, Pakistan, India and 
Singapore) and even cities (Islamabad, Karachi, Dubai and New York) 
analysed using this single instrument.

Such cultural profiles of organizations are flawed in many respects. For 
example, they make naïve assumptions with respect to the predictability 
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of human conduct and interaction, reduce leadership skills to stereotypes 
and promote static models of what are extremely complex processes. 
Another significant theme of the training throughout was the impera-
tive to search for universal leadership styles that were globally valid. This 
phenomenon seems consistent with what Alvesson and Sveningsson 
(2003a, p. 1435) refer to as ‘the extra-ordinarization of the mundane’. For 
example, participants in this training responded enthusiastically to the 
eight ideal types in part because the typology was dressed in a language 
that at once took it out of the quotidian yet remained entirely accessible 
to a non-academic audience. Though conceptually flawed and shallow, 
the intelligent and sophisticated presentation of these materials generated 
participant engagement.

Based on informal (unstructured) conversations with participants 
after the event, the training was ‘a success’ from their perspective. There 
are several reasons, we conjecture, why the training was viewed this 
way. First, the fact that all three trainers were of Asiatic origin meant 
that they had greater ability to locate the training programme con-
tents in more meaningful cultural contexts. Although dealing osten-
sibly with global ‘leadership’, the impressive skill of the trainers lay in 
their ability to make the contents appear to work in an Asian milieu. 
The trainers made selective use of the conditional ‘if’ and adjunct ‘but’ 
to consciously and judiciously shift position, if required to do so, and 
hence move with the ebb and flow of participants’ sentiments and reac-
tions to the material.

Second, the trainers were enriching the programme and description 
of ‘ideal’ leaders by telling ‘real life’ stories relating to specific indi-
viduals, events and corporations. Third, the trainers coined terms and 
made extensive use of metaphors and analogies. For instance the eight 
ideal types, it appeared, were a condensation of 21 types of leadership 
styles or behaviour which were relatively mundane and easy for the lay 
person to understand. The eight-leader typology was sufficiently open 
ended and ambiguous so as to combine maximum coverage of lead-
ership behaviour with the possibility of multiple interpretations. The 
use of examples from ‘real life’ corporations, for instance, freely talking 
and analysing the successes of organizations like Google, IBM and Sony 
operating globally in countries like the United States, China, Pakistan, 
India and Singapore, also lent practitioner credibility to the training 
event. Hence the success of professional leadership development train-
ers, based on this anecdotal experience, would seem to lie in their com-
munication strategy; that is, their ability to contextualize, subjectivize 
and develop an art of conversation which entailed relating ideal typical 
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models in a selective but general way while allowing participants to see 
and interpret them in their own particular way.

A Critical Management Studies perspective

The knowledge generated by corporate trainers and consultants is most 
of the time embedded within a mainstream functionalist perspective 
within the leadership field. This disposition leads us to examine the 
concept of global leadership from a critical management studies (CMS) 
perspective and to question the ‘totalizing’ or ‘hegemonic’ aspirations 
of functionalist accounts. A weakness of mainstream leadership studies 
is that it characterizes leaders as change agents (charismatic, transfor-
mational, visionary) or as possessing unique communication expertise, 
which emphasis tends to downplay issues of power, conflict and poli-
tics. CMS scholars tend to approach leadership phenomena from a more 
skeptical stance, understanding it to be inherently political and involv-
ing a dynamic interchange of values (Zoller & Fairhurst, 2007).

The position taken by the mainstream normative researchers seems 
quite paradoxical as, on the one hand, they take note of increasing chal-
lenges faced by leaders in today’s corporate world – complex organiza-
tions are becoming more virtual, global and diverse in their outreach 
and performance (De Vries, 2009), for instance – while, on the other 
hand, they infer from this complexity that it is imperative to search 
for leadership styles which are universally valid across organizations, 
cultures and countries. For instance, De Vries, Professor of Leadership 
Development at INSEAD, in commenting on the leader/follower rela-
tionship recently claimed, ‘Leaders get the best out of followers and 
followers get the best out of leaders’ (2009). Scholars and researchers 
might therefore ask or search for what this best is? And in their search 
for the best they take any one dimension of leadership and laud it for 
its perceived global pervasiveness thus overriding matters of diversity 
and local and cross-cultural differences. De Vries’ proposition contains 
a lofty aspiration insofar as it implies an ideal state of affairs for both 
leader and follower. It is as if an ideal leader and ideal follower can do 
no wrong. Such a position is, we suggest, based on a fallacious ontol-
ogy as it denies varying cultural versions of leadership which reflect 
local praxis. Moreover, this also tends to deny outright the efficacy of 
the concept of equifinality whereby similar results may be achieved 
from different initial conditions and in many different ways (a view 
that is widely accepted even by advocates of functionalism and systems 
theory).
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Similarly, one can also observe two opposing swings from research 
on identity literature differentiating leader and manager, as prompted 
by Sveningsson and Alvesson’s (2003, p. 1188) observation that the 
manager’s identity has become a negative or ‘anti-identity’ or a ‘not-me 
position’ (see also Sveningsson & Larsson, 2006) while the rhetoric of 
leadership and leadership development processes presents the leader’s 
identity as predominantly idealized, grandiose, rhetorical and elusive 
(Alvesson & Sveningsson, 2003b; Barker, 2001).

In the same way, for Heifetz and Laurie (1997) there is an impor-
tant distinction to be drawn between technical work (known problems 
with known solutions) and adaptive work (unknown or uncertain prob-
lems that require a process of creative solutions or problem solving). 
The former comes within the purview of management while the lat-
ter within that of leadership. In other words management is to look 
for technical, routinized or formalized aspects of organizational proc-
esses while leadership forms more of a flexibly creative and non-formal 
basis of organizational processes. This makes organizational leadership 
processes inherently fluid, dynamic, immanent and emergent while, 
by contradistinction, management is relatively deterministic, planned 
and static in its orientation. Our point is that it is important to look at 
organization and its constitutive nature (i.e. its context – culture, tech-
nology, industry, size and stage of development, etc.) from the point 
of view of leadership or managerial choices. If we accept that today’s 
environment is predicated and characterized by chaos, uncertainty, 
diversity and complexity it follows that we should look to understand 
leadership (or leadership development) processes as emergent, practice-
based and driven by immanent concerns.

Our argument is further supported by the distinction that Gibbons 
et al. (1994) make between ‘Mode 1’ and ‘Mode 2’ forms of knowledge 
production. Mode 1 derives largely from academic and investigator-led 
inquiry whereas Mode 2 knowledge is more context-driven and emer-
gent from practice. Leadership discourse is often perceived by the busi-
ness community to lack relevance and is accused of being overly abstract 
and esoteric (Knights, 2008, p. 537), hence conforming predominantly 
to the Mode 1 form. For example, Knights claims that:

The rhetoric in business and management education and research 
has been raised to such a level that it tends to lose its relevance for 
practicality and pedagogical significance even in today’s world where 
business communities are driven by knowledge and information ori-
ented society. (2008, p. 537)
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In contrast to Mode 1, Mode 2 approaches are seen to generate knowledge 
that is worldlier and closely linked to the context of application and prac-
tice. Leadership entails working with limited understanding and hence, 
arguably, should not be viewed or treated in overly heroic terms or imbued 
with romantic attributes (Sveningsson & Larson 2006). However, in the 
opinion of Monin and Bathurst (2008) leadership literature is replete with 
‘best of best’ attributes and makes frequent recourse to what Burke (1980) 
refers to as ‘god-terms’. A worldly approach to the field would attempt to 
reclaim leadership from the stratospheric realm it is imagined to inhabit.

As we have attempted to argue thus far, contemporary academic con-
cepts, models and theories in leadership research and those deployed 
in the development field by trainers and consulting practitioners are 
implicitly guided by transcendental ideals. To a large extent such 
abstracting tendencies are a legacy of the Western intellectual tradition 
(Hadot, 2006; Jullien, 2004). By contrast, our intention in this book is 
to tease out alternative ways of approaching leadership that are, in an 
important sense, worldlier. In our search for such a perspective we look 
towards ideas and evidence that derive from non-western traditions.

Ideas and evidence from non-western research

There is already an emerging appreciation of the fact that leadership 
studies might be enhanced by considering approaches, modes of under-
standing and enactment that find their origins in communities and 
societies that differ from those of the west. Traditional Western perspec-
tives on leadership are, at the margins, thus being complemented by 
insights derived from wider anthropological (Jones, 2005, 2006), post-
colonial (Banerjee, 2004; Banerjee & Linstead, 2001,) and non-western 
studies of leadership phenomena (Case, 2004; Case & Gosling, 2007; 
Chia, 2003; Jullien, 2004; Senge et al., 2007; Warner & Grint, 2006). 
Case (2004), for instance, examines the relevance of Buddhist philoso-
phy to contemporary organizational theory, suggesting that ‘wholeness 
of vision’ and ‘detachment from partial knowledge’ may have an impor-
tant part to play in the conceptualization of organizational processes. 
Similarly, Senge et al. (2007, p. 195) refer to ‘unbroken wholeness’ as 
presenting a challenge to cornerstone doctrine of western science.

The structure of this book

In Part 1, chapters 1 to 6 introduce a range of worldly leadership 
‘frames’. Schedlitzki discusses the importance of language and linguistic 
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differences in understanding how different cultures view leadership. 
Bolden and Kirk focus on identity and collective sense-making in lead-
ership development programmes, and discuss how leadership develop-
ment can act as a catalyst for wider social change. Iwowo picks up a 
similar theme, contrasting the internationalization of leadership devel-
opment with a more considered project of ‘worldly leadership develop-
ment’. Madsen applies a worldly leadership lens to bring new thinking 
to the development of women leaders. Edwards applies constructs of 
community using a worldly leadership lens.

In Part 2, we include a number of chapters which apply a range of 
methodologies to worldly leadership research across different parts of 
the globe, including many fast developing but very different economies 
such as China, the Middle East, Pakistan, Nigeria, India and Russia. 
Liu, Ayman and Ayman-Nolley use implicit leadership theory (ILT) to 
explore perceptions of gender and grade in leadership from the per-
spective of Chinese children. Ayman et al. apply a similar methodol-
ogy to examine ILT in Iranian people. Weir discusses leadership in the 
Arab Middle East, proposing that there is much to learn from tradi-
tions beyond the dominant western paradigm. Moore continues our 
discussion of leadership in the Middle Eastern context drawing on a 
case study of women business leaders in the UAE. Khakwani and Case 
demonstrate the limitations of the global leadership paradigm through 
their study of indigenous Pakistani leadership processes. Saracer et al. 
report on research into the meaning of ‘authentic leadership’ in five 
Middle Eastern countries while Wambu’s chapter offers a different per-
spective on leadership, a close-up study of leadership within the Igbo 
people of southern Nigeria. These studies are contrasted with Turnbull 
et al.’s study of the different faces of Indian leadership based on inter-
views with a number of entrepreneurs representing different identities 
and generations. The final chapter, by Takoeva and Turnbull, reports 
on a similar qualitative study conducted in Russia which focuses on the 
multiple and overlapping leadership identities of Russian leaders across 
a number of sectors.

Through the chapters in this book, we seek to demonstrate that the 
construct of ‘worldly leadership’ challenges most definitions of global 
leadership and the normative frameworks usually adopted. The research 
discussed in this book goes beyond the mainstream focus on individual 
competencies to include leadership as networked processes of inter-
connectedness and boundary-spanning activities. It goes beyond the 
emphasis on top leaders to include notions of shared leadership and the 
importance of giving a voice to the disenfranchised or marginalized.
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This book has significant implications for leadership development. 
The experience of the contributors to this book suggests that to develop 
a worldly leadership mindset requires deep immersion and encounters 
at close proximity in new and ‘alien’ settings, and with leaders who 
themselves exemplify and embody local wisdoms and leadership tra-
ditions. These experiences, based on shared reflective sense-making 
within culturally rich and diverse groups, combine to produce transfor-
mational learning at many levels and serve as exemplars of new forms 
of leadership practice.
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2
National Language and its 
Importance for Worldly Leadership
Doris Schedlitzki

Introduction

A worldly individual is most commonly defined as somebody who is 
devoted to the temporal world and experienced in human affairs (Gosling 
and Mintzberg, 2003). Expanding on this, one could say that a worldly 
individual is aware of not only his/her own but also others’ belief sets, 
values and is able to interpret and understand different behaviours and 
attitudes. Within a world where especially large companies operate on a 
global basis, one may expect or rather hope to find increasing numbers of 
worldly individuals working at various hierarchical levels in such organi-
zations. The existence of, and importance associated with, multifunc-
tional and multicultural/national teams within organizations can almost 
be seen as a contextual factor enforcing the gathering of a wide range 
of experience in world and human affairs. For example, Gosling and 
Mintzberg (2003) report on the importance of a worldly mindset and its 
development within Shell, and research by the author of this aspect with 
regard to leadership in the German chemical industry has shown that it 
has become a prerequisite for senior leadership positions to have gathered 
experience as an expatriate manager in a number of other countries.

Within this global environment that is nurturing the existence of 
and need for worldly leaders in organizations, we can be certain of the 
importance of studying the phenomenon of worldliness in leadership 
as well as how research can inform practitioners to support and develop 
this worldliness in their leaders. This chapter will focus specifically on 
the multinational aspect of leadership in global companies and within 
teams and the importance of recognizing the different national lan-
guages spoken within organizations and multinational teams. It could 
be argued that to be a worldly leader one has to be not only aware of but 

S. Turnbull et al. (eds.), Worldly Leadership
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also be open to and inclusive of the national and cultural differences 
and uniqueness of colleagues, subordinates, customers and superiors. 
A wealth of literature on culture and cross-cultural leadership exists 
(Dickson et al., 2003) and has arguably – especially through the com-
prehensive work of the GLOBE study (House et al., 2004) – had a sig-
nificant and positive impact on adequate leadership development. Such 
research has, however, focused mainly on the existence and importance 
of value dimensions as a signifier and distinguishing factor between dif-
ferent countries and cultures. Acknowledging these existing contribu-
tions, this chapter will argue that we also need to pay attention to one’s 
national language (mother tongue) and its impact on an individual’s 
ability to speak about and understand leadership.

This chapter will address this issue through an exploration of different 
orders of discourse for individuals working in German and UK chemical 
industries, focusing especially on the importance of national differences 
in the language and content of individual leadership action theories. In 
this endeavour, the chapter draws on the linguistic relativity hypothesis 
(Niemeier and Dirven, 2000) to argue that an individual’s national lan-
guage acts as a cultural, historical voice and influence on the individual’s 
thoughts and views of the world and specific phenomena such as leader-
ship. It further draws a link between this hypothesis and the writing by 
Fairclough (2003) and others on discourse analysis and Czarniawska and 
Joerges’ (1996) notion of individual action theories. It will argue that 
so far we have recognized different levels within an individual’s orders 
of discourse and that this impacts on an individual’s action theory of 
a phenomenon but have neglected to recognize the national language 
as a potentially important level and influence on action theories. The 
second part of this chapter will introduce empirical data from a larger 
study conducted in German and UK chemical industries and explore the 
validity of this argument regarding the importance of national language 
on action theories of leadership within this data set.

Taking a new lens on leadership and management – 
differences across national languages

Multiple definitions and lists of behaviours associated with leader-
ship and management exist within the dominant Anglo-Saxon debate 
wherein scholars have discussed the relationship between these two 
phenomena for decades. Many of these definitions have formed an 
almost heroic, romantic (Meindl et al., 1985) view of leadership in com-
parison to the role and purpose of management. Zaleznik (2004), for 



National Language and Worldly Leadership 19

example, describes a leader as a visionary, restless, experimental human 
being, while a manager is seen as rational, bureaucratic, dutiful, prac-
tical and unimaginative. The one uncontested assumption that this 
otherwise fragmented debate holds is that leadership and management 
are important and related phenomena that exist within organizations. 
Such certainty about the existence and relationship of these phenom-
ena, however, disappears when transferring this debate to a language 
other than English.

German dictionaries, such as Collins or the Oxford Duden, offer a 
multitude of – at times overlapping or contradicting – translations for 
the English terms ‘leader’ and ‘manager’. Other English organizational 
terms such as ‘follower’ and ‘subordinate’ do not even find a proper 
match in the German language, which inhibits to a certain extent the 
possibility of holding the above mentioned debate in German. This mul-
titude of possible translations and interpretations of the terms ‘leader’ 
and ‘manager’ may be partly attributable to the functional character 
of the German language as the generalist English word ‘manager’ is 
supplanted by words in German that are more specifically directed at 
describing specific positions and functions in an organization and hier-
archy. For example, both of the following German words can be trans-
lated into English as ‘manager’: Geschäftsführer (managing director) 
and Abteilungsleiter (department head). We further see, increasingly, 
the use of the non-translated English word ‘manager’ in the German 
language, possibly due to the difficulty of finding an equivalent gener-
alist translation or as a sign of the pervasion of a global English business 
language into the German language.

Do these translation problems matter? Prince (2005) argues in favour 
of recognizing such problems with his work on leadership representa-
tions in Taoism and demonstrates that Chinese is a more ecologically 
oriented language than English and as a consequence less linear and 
more process-oriented. Prince (2005, p. 106) further argues that this 
leads to a different representation of leadership in Chinese that focuses 
on engagement, action and accommodation ‘with circumstances as 
they are’ rather than ‘active and shaping control’. Linguistic relativ-
ity approaches agree with Prince’s fundamental argument and further 
emphasize linguistic diversity across languages and linguistic influ-
ence on thought (Lucy, 2000). Speakers of different languages, that is 
different language families/national languages, are hence assumed to 
perceive and think about the world and specific phenomena such as 
leadership systematically within each language but very differently 
across languages.
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Extending this thought further into the field of social psychology, we 
learn more about why language indeed has consequences on patterns 
of thinking about reality and as a result on behaviours and actions as 
suggested by linguistic relativity scholars such as Niemeier and Dirven 
(2000). Social psychologist Harley (2001) emphasizes that words have 
a denotation – a meaning attached to them – and a connotation – an 
emotional or evaluative association. Both the denotation and connota-
tion of a word are context dependent and influenced by the experience 
and upbringing of individuals. Language is therefore not a neutral tool 
of communication but rather actively shapes individual thought (deno-
tation) and action (connotation). Words like ‘manager’ and ‘leader’ are 
hence also influenced by both their contextually constructed denota-
tion and connotation and will change across individuals. The context 
that influences the meaning of words is in itself multidimensional 
(national culture/institutions, organizational culture, occupation, posi-
tion) and fluid, affecting the way language is shaped over time.

Fairclough’s (2003) work on critical discourse analysis further stresses 
the importance of paying equal attention to what is said and what is 
not said, which encourages an investigation of whether, how and why 
the words ‘leader’ and ‘manager’ as well as the processes of leading and 
managing are embedded within a national language and to explore the 
influence of linguistic and discursive relativity on individuals’ patterns 
of thought on leadership and management. Fairclough’s (2003) work 
on orders of discourse further argues that each individual is linked into 
multiple levels of discourse – of which one’s national language could be 
one – that span across different groups of individuals and again influ-
ence the meaning that leadership and management can take.

Focusing more closely on the individual’s sense-making of leadership, 
Czarniawska and Joerges’ (1996) work on travels of ideas addresses how 
individuals actively build their own action theories based on experi-
ence and action, which then again influence future action and behav-
iour. Stories, ideas, experiences, interactions all feed into and are in 
turn influenced by such action theories and keep these action theories 
in a constant flux of reinterpretation and sense-making. Recognizing 
the above mentioned work by Fairclough (2003) on orders of discourse 
reminds us that our ideas and behaviours are shaped by an invisible 
order of different discourses that we are linked into and that changes 
itself in interaction with the context we are in.

Assuming then that language matters in the Wittgensteinian sense 
that language is constitutive of reality and hence shapes our behav-
iour and actions, we need to recognize language as an inherently 
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powerful tool that steers our interpretation of situations and our actions 
(Wittgenstein, 1953). Building on linguistic relativity approaches, this 
chapter will further make the assumption that the national language 
as a cultural voice (Slobin, 2000) is important as it provides the basic 
rules and boundaries guiding a conversation, while specific discourses 
affect our sense-making and theorizing within and possibly across 
these boundaries. Yet, we also need to recognize that both the national 
language as well as specific discourses change over time as individu-
als engage in them, reinterpret the connotations of words within them 
and translate them in accordance to their individual context. Language 
should hence be treated as a fluid phenomenon rather than static in its 
influence on individual action theories of leadership. This may then 
imply that although leadership and management may be universal in 
terms of existence, they certainly are not universal in meaning – an 
insight that has vast implications for leaders of multinational teams 
and certainly an aspect of worldly awareness that these leaders need to 
understand.

What is unclear and needs to be explored – with a view to developing 
future worldly leaders – is what meaning the processes of leading and 
managing take in different discourses and whether national language 
as a level of discourse really does matter.

Methods

The rest of this chapter will now discuss qualitative data and analyse 
them with specific focus on the importance of national, organizational, 
departmental and hierarchical discourses, to explore whether national 
language does influence an individual’s theorizing of leadership and is 
therefore of importance to worldly leaders. These data have been taken 
from a wider qualitative study that encompassed 105 semi-structured 
interviews with employees in German and UK chemical industries, 
with and without managerial responsibility, targeted at understand-
ing the participants’ perceptions of their context and understanding 
of leadership. The subsample analysed for this chapter consists of all 27 
interviews undertaken in the three UK companies and 26 interviews 
from three of the nine German companies. The choice of this German 
subsample was determined by the relative fit between UK and German 
company sizes, types and departments covered.

The interviews for the wider study included many questions that 
asked the participants to elaborate on their own opinions concerning 
their daily context/interactions, questions that asked what constitutes 
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leadership in the organization, what impacts on the behaviour of a 
leader and what kind of leadership is displayed by their superiors and 
generally within their company. For this chapter, only the answers to 
the interview questions on participants’ descriptions of ideal and exist-
ing leadership behaviour and their distinctions between managing and 
leading were used for in-depth analyses.

Due to the aforementioned problem of finding an equivalent trans-
lation for the generalist term ‘manager’, it was important to use an 
approximate term that would still allow for a distinction between man-
ager and leader. For this purpose, the German word ‘Vorgesetzter’ was 
chosen although it quite specifically refers to line manager and is hence 
less generalist in its meaning than the word ‘manager’. It was also nec-
essary to find an approximate term for the word ‘leader’ to avoid the 
history-laden German equivalent ‘Führer’, and ‘Führungskraft’ was 
eventually chosen. The Duden translation for ‘Führungskraft’ is execu-
tive which unfortunately does not capture the composition of its two 
elements ‘Führung’ (leadership) and ‘kraft’ (force) and consequently 
affects its literal meaning.

This need to search for adequate German words to use as equivalents 
for the generic terms ‘manager’ and ‘leader’ tells a story of its own as it 
shows how a national language sets the parameters of a conversation, 
creating even more scope for interviewer bias to creep in when choos-
ing specific words and setting specific questions in an interview on 
leadership and management. Such a possible interviewer/questioning 
bias has been acknowledged by the author and ought to be recognized 
by readers of this chapter, and its findings as well. It further reinforces 
the need for further focus within research on the nature and influence 
of national language as such.

Results

The analysis involved several readings of all 53 interviews and care-
ful comparisons of individual accounts on leadership and management 
within and between several categories, such as country, organization, 
department and hierarchical level of the interviewees. These compari-
sons looked specifically for similarities in individual action theories on 
leadership and management and hence the presence of common dis-
courses within these contexts.

In essence, interview accounts showed that every participant had their 
own action theory of leadership. This finding supports Czarniawska 
and Joerges’ (1996, p. 16) key statement that ‘organisational actors are 
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perfectly capable of producing simplifications and stylizations – action 
theories – themselves’. As suggested in the literature, these theories were 
strongly infused with stories about their working life, their experiences 
and specific leadership examples they had seen and experienced over 
time or were striving to implement themselves.

Despite the author’s difficulties in finding exact equivalent terms in 
German for ‘manager’ and ‘leader’, the participants talked quite easily 
and freely about behaviours or purposes of leaders and managers as well 
as differences between the two. Surprisingly, the German descriptions 
of management were very similar to those found in the wider Anglo-
Saxon debate. It was the accounts on ideal leadership that then showed 
specific differences in language and meaning across the German 
and UK subsets. The majority of German participants believed that a 
leader needs to have ‘Fachwissen’ – functional competence/knowledge. 
They agreed that the leader need not be an expert on everything but 
must show understanding of subordinates’ responsibilities and needs 
to know the essentials of the ‘job’. Of almost higher importance was 
‘soziale Kompetenz’ – social competence, such as the importance of 
communicating and informing subordinates. This also includes good 
and just treatment of subordinates, motivation of others as well as ana-
lysing the strengths and weaknesses of each subordinate. Being able 
to cooperate with subordinates and acknowledge their expertise on a 
matter but also being strong enough to make a decision and to back up 
one’s own decision or subordinates’ decisions towards others was also 
mentioned.

On the other hand, UK participants defined leadership in more 
generic terms, using verbs such as ‘inspiring’, ‘motivating’, ‘trusting’, 
‘coaching’, ‘listening’. They also focused on transformational aspects 
of leadership such as having a vision, leading by example, setting goals 
and coordinating.

Similar differences between the two national data sets were apparent 
in the participants’ descriptions of existing leadership in their organiza-
tions. The focus of most German participants was on an existing type 
of leadership behaviour that they called ‘kollegial’. The descriptions of 
this type of behaviour indicate quite a difference in meaning from its 
equivalent term in English, that is ‘collegial’. It refers more specifically 
to somebody who is first among equals based upon social and/or func-
tional competence. This is further based on a mutual respect of and 
trust in subordinates’ expertise and a leader’s superior competence and 
knowledge overall, allowing for a co-working relationship rather than 
a strict top-down relationship. Among the UK participants, there was 
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a far greater variation in descriptions and words used to describe exist-
ing leadership. The two terms used somewhat more often than others 
by UK participants to describe existing leadership behaviour were ‘sup-
portive’ and ‘delegation/coaching’. Table 2.1 below summarizes some 
illustrative quotes to describe each of the relevant terms in German and 
English.

Interestingly, these national differences seemed to almost disappear 
when comparing leadership directly with management. In contrast to 
their definition of managing, participants tended to explain that lead-
ership differs as it is concerned with leading through power sources 
other than that gained from a specific hierarchical position. Leading is 
rather about persuading followers to voluntarily perform well aided by 
the leader’s expert and personal power.

A manager leads by definition, a leader leads via competence and 
common goals. That is more the acceptance on the part of those who 
are being led. (Head of Business Line, Germany)

Table 2.1 Key leadership words and meanings in German and English

Kollegial ‘I don’t see myself 
as an authoritative 
person’; ‘Praising but 
also being critical’; ‘it 
does not mean being 
mates’; ‘cooperative, 
relaxed’; ‘on same level 
with subordinates’

Coaching ‘Empowering to go 
beyond ... to take 
some initiative 
and responsibility 
themselves’; 
‘somebody who 
shows other people 
what to do and 
how to do by 
example’

Fachwissen ‘44 years of 
experience’; ‘technical 
expert’; ‘expert 
knowledge’

Supportive ‘won’t always 
necessarily give 
me the answer 
but he’ll help me 
find it’; ‘Empathic, 
listens to all the 
people’

Soziale Kompetenz ‘fair treatment of 
subordinates’; ‘acting 
as a role model’; ‘has 
to communicate and 
work as a team’

End-verantwortung ‘taking responsibility 
for actions’; making 
decisions’
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Apart from illustrating the general distinction between managers 
and leaders in terms of position power, this statement also reflects the 
German belief in competence as the main characteristic of leadership. 
In summary, the German participants seem to interpret a leader’s power 
as originating in competence and expertise, while UK participants 
focused more on transformational aspects and personal power.

Aside the national differences in words and meaning of leadership and 
management, there were also similarities in individual action theories 
of leadership within organizational, departmental and hierarchical sub-
groups. However, within these subgroups it was less the specific words 
or jargon that separated one group from the other but the requirements 
of the context on adequate leadership behaviours. For example, within 
departmental subgroups such as production settings the action theo-
ries of leadership focused on superior expertise and allocation of work 
whereas in an R&D department leaders were primarily responsible for 
motivation and trust building.

When further reading each individual action theory in depth it 
seems that foremost importance is given to the immediate context that 
influences these individual action theories of leadership. These action 
theories were infused with stories on the immediate local context and 
previous work experiences. Depending on the career path taken, the 
importance of the organization, department or hierarchical position 
manifested itself according to individual preferences.

Further discussion

This section will discuss further the three key findings that have arisen 
out of the above analyses: the national differences in language and 
leadership action theories; the similarities in definitions of manage-
ment across the two languages; and the influence of the immediate 
context and career path on individual action theories of leadership. A 
model summarizing the influences on an individual’s theorizing on 
leadership will be developed and its implications for worldly leadership 
outlined.

The strong similarities in definitions of management and the distinc-
tion of management from leadership were surprising as the concept of 
a manager as a profession is an Anglo-Saxon one and does not exist as 
such in the German language. The German word ‘Vorgesetzter’, used 
in this research to describe a line manager, is not associated as clearly 
with specific activities and responsibilities as the term ‘manager’. 
Nevertheless, both German and English terms for ‘manager’ have been 
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associated with the same activities, responsibilities and the slightly infe-
rior status compared to leadership. Although further interpretations or 
conclusions cannot be drawn from this finding, it seems interesting as 
such to see these similarities in descriptions of the process of managing 
in light of the non-existence of a generalist German word for the person 
‘manager’.

Interview accounts differed most across the two languages and 
countries when asked to define or describe leadership and most partic-
ipants did so by focusing on the process of leading. The specific mean-
ing attached to the German words ‘kollegial’, ‘Fachwissen’, ‘Soziale 
Kompetenz’ need to be seen in light of the importance of ‘Bildung’ and 
‘Kultur’ – knowledge, being cultured, deep authenticity and the like – in 
Germany and according to Armbrüster (2004) the importance of being 
up front, authentic, deep and intellectual above the significance of 
appearance and politeness. The German participants in this study sug-
gested that legitimization of leadership is achieved through a mutual 
trust in and respect for competence – a concept that is according to 
Armbrüster (2004) the building block of German society. On the other 
hand, the UK words and meaning attached to leadership behaviour 
within this study show similarities to the writings on transformational 
leadership within the Anglo-Saxon literature on organizational leader-
ship and may be a sign for the dominant Anglo-Saxon influence of liter-
ature on organizational leadership discourse. They could also be linked 
to the very different educational system in the United Kingdom that 
has historically favoured non-technical skills and employment (Lane, 
1989), which may arguably have led to a stronger sense of managerial 
identity in the United Kingdom than in Germany. In a nutshell, these 
national language differences in accounts of ideal and existing leader-
ship behaviour embody the cultural and institutional differences asso-
ciated with education, competence and ultimately power bases in these 
two countries and reflect how these are captured within the resources 
and constraints of each language, and influence the individual’s theo-
rizing on leadership.

Of further interest are, alongside these national differences, indi-
vidual differences between each individual action theory that stress 
the importance of the individual situation and local context within 
individual action theories on leaders/leading and managers/managing. 
Comparing broadly – at the macro level – the content and language 
used across the data set reveal that there are some nation-specific and 
language-specific aspects of leadership. Yet, when taking a closer look – 
micro level – at the individual action theories and influences on these, 
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such linguistic influences are further shaped by the individual’s more 
immediate context through experience, stories and ideas.

With reference to Fairclough’s (2003) orders of discourse, the findings 
from this data set seem to suggest that it is the discourse of the interview-
ees’ own experiences in their career that set the tone in these action theo-
ries, that is, one’s organization, occupation, different positions, hierarchy 
and the like. There was, however, still a clear influence of the wider back-
ground, that is, the culture they are in and grown up with and the lan-
guage they use, as it is the language individuals use that enables as well as 
inhibits communication and action in specific ways that is aligned with 
history and values embedded in this language. Figure 2.1 captures these 
influences on interviewees’ theorizing in this data set.

This figure supports the combination of Czarniawska and Joerges’ 
(1996) travels of ideas and Fairclough’s (2003) orders of discourse as 
outlined earlier in this chapter. The analyses specifically support 
Czarniawska and Joerges’ (1996) argument that stories, ideas, experi-
ences and interactions feed into action theories and that such action 
theories are socially constructed and change over time through ongo-
ing reinterpretation. These analyses have further shown that the action 
theories are linked into a lot of different discourses and that the order 
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OrganizationOccupation Position Language spoken

Figure 2.1 National language and individual action theories
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of importance of such discourses depends on an individual’s situation. 
Important circumstances that define a person’s context at a specific 
point in time, such as career stage, specific experiences, organization, 
occupation, country and language, influence the order in which dif-
ferent discourses align and affect the choice of stories, ideas and expe-
riences that are used to inform action theories of leadership. These 
personal circumstances and their influence on the order of discourse 
change over time, leading to changes in individual action theories. At the 
same time, it is also our own actions resulting from existing action the-
ories of leadership that lead to new ideas, stories and experiences that 
then influence reinterpretation and change said action theories. What 
the analyses of this data set have further supported is the influence of 
national language on individual action theories, as it is the national 
language that sets the parameters, words and meanings within which 
conversations can take place and reality be formed.

These findings have then two implications on worldly leadership: 
first, national language matters and it is important to acknowledge the 
ways in which a mother tongue creates structures and opportunities as 
well as limits within which individuals grow up and come to talk and 
think about leadership. It is further important to see national language 
as a cultural voice (Slobin, 2000) and a sense-making tool that will 
affect interpretation and expectations of leadership. When switching 
between mother tongue and the language spoken in a multinational 
team, one switches also between two sets of structures within which to 
converse and meanings of leadership to interpret in light of the differ-
ent cultural values embedded in the different languages. Second, every 
individual is linked into other discourses connected to specific con-
texts, such as groups, departments, occupations, organizations and so 
on, that change throughout life and influence and shape action theo-
ries of leadership within and across the national languages spoken. It 
is hence an aspect of worldliness in a leader to understand the implica-
tions of national languages and mother tongues on individuals’ action 
theories of leadership as well as acknowledging the mediating effect 
that specific social contexts have on these theories.

Conclusions

This chapter has looked into the importance of national language as a 
cultural voice in individuals’ action theories of leadership and in com-
parison to the influence of other discourses. This has further served to 
question the long held assumption that leadership and management 
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are important and strongly related phenomena in organizations and 
has provided an opportunity to look at the origins of leadership and 
management in a country’s history and language.

This questioning of the existing Anglo-Saxon discourse on leader-
ship and management was linked to the linguistic relativity argument 
on the importance of language in shaping behaviour. Czarniawska and 
Joerges’ (1996) travels of ideas and Fairclough’s (2003) orders of dis-
course were introduced and the argument developed that as language 
shapes interpretation and action it is highly important for the worldly 
leader to know whether cultural origin, mother tongue or any other dis-
course affects an individual’s theorizing on leadership and what order 
of discourses this may represent.

Empirical data from a qualitative research project in German and UK 
chemical industries were presented and discussed with a specific inter-
est in uncovering existing national, organizational, departmental and 
hierarchical discourses across the whole data set and within individual 
action theories. The two main findings emerging from this are: first, 
individuals’ tendency to draw actively from their own experience with 
leadership as well as the specific social context prominent within their 
work, that is organization, occupation, hierarchy, department and the 
like. While there was some overlap in the stories and examples illustrat-
ing these experiences between action theories from the same organiza-
tion, department and between managers and subordinates respectively, 
it seemed also clear that each individual had a different order of priori-
ties in which these discourses seemed to matter.

Second, national languages were found to matter as German inter-
viewees were, for example, drawing on specifically German concepts 
such as ‘kollegial’ and ‘Kompetenz’ to define and describe leadership. 
The true meaning attached to these words can only be understood in 
the context of German national history, culture and institutions as these 
affect interviewees’ interpretations of these words and by extension the 
process of leading itself. It is further clear, however, that the meaning 
attached to the terms ‘leadership’ and ‘management’ were not only lan-
guage-specific but further dependent on the individual’s translation of 
these within a specific context. The national languages were hence not 
necessarily the most influential discourse affecting individual action 
theories of leadership.

These findings and conclusions need to be read in awareness of the 
limitations and boundaries of this research. The data set is not represent-
ative of the two countries, the chemical industries in these countries, or 
the organizations that were sampled for the wider study. The chemical 
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industry is further very specific with regards to its dominant features 
and characteristics that transcend national borders. Generalizations 
beyond this limited data set can therefore not be made but the findings 
do suggest possible lines of enquiry for future cross-cultural manage-
ment and leadership research, especially in very different, and more 
nationally focused industry settings.

The model presented in Figure 2.1 is assumed to capture in essence 
the basic elements moderating and influencing an individual’s theoriz-
ing on leadership based upon the literature review and data analysis 
presented in this chapter. It suggests that national language is one of 
many important discourses affecting an individual’s action theory of 
leadership yet not always the most important one. It is rather often set-
ting boundaries to an individual’s sense-making of leadership through 
its fundamental influence on an individual’s set of denotations and 
connotations. Lessons to draw for worldly leadership are hence twofold: 
it is important to be aware of the national languages (mother tongue) 
of employees within a team as these will have influenced and shaped 
their early action theories of leadership and may influence their cur-
rent reading of leadership behaviours. Worldly leadership goes however 
beyond this and incorporates understanding the very specific immedi-
ate context of each individual team member in light of their careers, 
role and experiences beyond occupational and national boundaries.
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3
Leadership Development as a 
Catalyst for Social Change: Lessons 
from a Pan-African Programme
Richard Bolden and Philip Kirk

Introduction

In recent years the call for more inclusive, ‘post-heroic’ perspectives on 
leadership has become increasingly common and relational theories that 
consider leadership as ‘a social influence process through which emer-
gent coordination (i.e. evolving social order) and change (i.e. new val-
ues, attitudes, approaches, behaviours, ideologies, etc.) are constructed 
and produced’ (Uhl-Bien, 2006, p. 668) are now widely accepted within 
the academic literature. Despite this, much leadership training and 
education remains almost exclusively focused on building the ‘human 
capital’ (skills, knowledge and capability) of individuals in formal lead-
ership roles – what Day (2000) terms ‘leader development’ – rather than 
the ‘social capital’ (relationships, networks and collective capacity) of 
the organization and/or group more widely – what Day (ibid.) refers to 
as ‘leadership development’.

The concept of leadership development as an investment in social capi-
tal is quite different to that of developing the human capital of individual 
leaders. At the very least it requires consideration of the broader social 
and political context in which leadership occurs, and an attempt to build 
and sustain social relationships rather than just the personal capabilities 
of participants. Furthermore, it points towards the fluidity and permea-
bility of organizational and group boundaries in that the social capital on 
which individuals and organizations can draw (and in most cases depend 
upon) stretches far beyond the direct work environment through a com-
plex web of interrelations that extends into multiple communities.

S. Turnbull et al. (eds.), Worldly Leadership
© Palgrave Macmillan, a division of Macmillan Publishers Limited 2012 
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The recognition of leadership as a process of social influence and 
leadership development as a mechanism for establishing interper-
sonal relationships and shared understandings opens new prospects 
for the role of both in building and strengthening communities. 
Leadership development, while enhancing the capacity of specific 
individuals, may also become a catalyst for wider scale social change. 
As Iles and Preece (2006, p. 337) suggest, ‘leadership development 
platforms can thus be seen to be acting as intermediaries: facilitating 
bonding, bridging and brokering activities and claiming legitimacy 
as transformers of the space between “leaders” and other networks 
and institutions’.

Barker (1997) proposes that at the heart of a relational approach to 
leadership is an engagement with the ethical values of the community 
in which leadership is enacted. Drawing on Harré et al.’s (1985) three-
tier construct he suggests that individual behaviour is driven largely 
through sub-conscious morals, derived from a conscious system of eth-
ics which, in turn, is defined by the sub-conscious mores of the social 
system in which actors find themselves. He thus describes leadership 
as ‘a process of change where the ethics of individuals are integrated 
into the mores of a community’ (p. 352). From this perspective leader-
ship development is integrally related to community development and 
offers a means for the surfacing and negotiation of social values and 
purpose.

Such concerns are the primary focus of this chapter. In it we draw 
on our experiences of researching a pan-African leadership develop-
ment programme that had, as its objective, both personal and social 
change. In this chapter we consider the processes by which the pro-
gramme facilitated the development of human and social capital and 
how, through their engagement, participants were able to fundamen-
tally reframe their understanding of community-based leadership. It is 
suggested, within the context of this book, that this is an example of 
developing ‘worldly leadership’ (Gosling & Mintzberg, 2003) in that, 
rather than imposing a predetermined or generic model it facilitated 
the emergence of locally appropriate forms of leadership practice. 
Furthermore, through a process of collective dialogue, experimenta-
tion and ‘identity work’ (Sveningsson & Alvesson, 2003) it can be con-
sidered as an example of ‘system leadership development’ (Kirk, 2005). 
The chapter will conclude with further theoretical reflection on this 
model and the manner in which it may provide a platform for social 
change.



34 Richard Bolden and Philip Kirk

Method

The empirical research for this chapter was conducted within the 
context of the first cohort of a major UK-funded leadership develop-
ment programme delivered to 300 participants across 19 sub-Saharan 
countries. As independent research partners, our intention was to gain 
insights into the mechanisms and processes by which this initiative 
built upon and challenged traditional conceptions of leadership in 
Africa and facilitated engagement, by Africans, with beneficial social 
change within their communities.

The programme was heavily informed by the principles of ‘apprecia-
tive inquiry’ (Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987) and ‘systems thinking’ 
(Senge, 1990; Wheatley, 1995) and had as its focus transformational 
change at a personal, community, national and subcontinent level. 
The emphasis was very much on challenging embedded assumptions, 
growing collective capacity and developing a sense of shared African 
and community identity. It had as its central premise that leadership 
is a collective process in which ‘everyone is a leader’ and hence sought 
a diverse range of participants. Programme delivery was primarily 
through a network of African facilitators identified and trained in the 
first phase of the initiative, with the intention of embracing African 
wisdom (using local stories and examples wherever possible) and treat-
ing participants as equal partners in the learning process.

The programme comprised a series of elements including an in-coun-
try application and selection process, in-country launch, pan-African 
event (a 3-day conference with 100 participants selected from across all 
the countries) and the in-country programme (comprising three mod-
ules totalling 10 days over a period of 6–9 months). A key feature of the 
in-country programme was a ‘community engagement’ where groups 
of 4–5 participants spent a number of days visiting local community 
groups to see how they could share and disseminate the ideas raised 
during the programme. This engagement activity occurred during and 
after Module 2, with preparation in Module 1 and follow-up (includ-
ing a visit and feedback from community members) in Module 3. The 
programme concluded with one-to-one feedback and the preparation of 
personal and group action plans.

The research took a narrative inquiry approach to exploring the 
impact of the programme both in terms of the manner in which it 
facilitated changing conceptions of leadership and how it impacted 
upon the communities in which the participants engaged. Our aim 
was to invite participants (and other stakeholders) to act as co-inquirers 
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into the meanings they were attaching to the notion of leadership and 
how they enacted these meanings, as leaders, to bring about impact 
within their communities.

The study was designed to triangulate a range of data and insights, 
including context immersion, preliminary interviews, an online quali-
tative survey, community visits, follow-up interviews, stakeholder 
interviews and analysis of secondary data (see Figure 3.1). For logistical 
reasons our main face-to-face data collection was restricted to Kenya, 
Uganda, Ghana, Tanzania and Zambia, with findings from other coun-
tries solicited through the survey.

The rich and diverse body of data called for a variety of analysis 
methods. The primary mechanism, however, was an inductive, quali-
tative approach whereby the researchers immersed themselves in the 
observations and narrative accounts, letting patterns, concepts and 
ideas emerge over time. In order to maintain a degree of rigour, the 
two researchers initially interpreted the data independently, draw-
ing their own interpretations prior to a mutual process of verification 
and moderation, both with one another, the Programme Director and 

PROGRAM

• Initial selection of participants
(Via response to advert & interview in-country) 

• In-country launch
(Introductory event & final selection in-country)

• Pan-African events
(Attendance at one of three events drawing
together participants from across Africa)

• In-country Module 1
(Introduction to concepts & way of working)

• In-country Module 2
(Community engagement activities)

• In-country Module 3
(Review of community engagements &
preparation of action plan)

RESEARCH

• Preliminary discussions with stakeholders &
review of existing materials

• Participant observation: Kenya (n=100)

• Participant observation & group interviews:
Uganda (n=18)

• Online survey (n=70)

• Participant observation & group interviews:
Ghana (n=16)

• Follow-up interviews & Community visits: 
Tanzania (n=15); Zambia (n=12)

• Final analysis, interpretation and report

Figure 3.1 Mapping of research process against programme structure 

(Note: figures in brackets refer to the number of participants involved in each aspect of the 
data collection)
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colleagues. As such, the final interpretations were the result of a cyclical 
process of reflection and dialogue, and the overall approach can be 
considered as one of ‘reflexive methodology’ (Alvesson & Skoldberg, 
2000), whereby the researchers, in collaboration with other actors, con-
structed, challenged and reconstructed varying representations of the 
data over time.

Research findings

Our analysis of the data comprised two principal dimensions: (1) an 
exploration of the meanings that participants were associating with the 
concept of leadership and (2) evidence of the impact of their participa-
tion in this programme. Findings from the first part of this analysis are 
presented elsewhere (Bolden & Kirk, 2009), while the focus of the cur-
rent chapter is on programme outcomes.

Almost without exception all participants who discussed their expe-
rience through conversations and questionnaires reported significant, 
life-changing impacts of their involvement in the programme. The 
range of impacts spanned the whole spectrum of life experience, from 
self-confidence, through relationships with partners, family members 
and friends, to the workplace and wider community. In order to give 
a sense of these outcomes they will be discussed under the following 
headings: impact on self, family, workplace, community and society.

Impact on self

Of the guiding principles of the programme the focus on self as a leader 
was seen to be the most important by a large number of participants. In 
effect the importance of developing and caring for oneself was seen as a 
fundamental precursor to taking up one’s leadership role within a com-
munity. Thus the focus on self was not regarded as selfish but rather for 
the collective benefit, as illustrated below.

On this programme we learnt that leadership starts with under-
standing yourself, realising yourself, what are your strengths, what 
is working and even what is not working. Then you put these things 
together and while it is not simple or easy, it is a good way to lead 
people. So you lead yourself and then you can lead others. (Male, 
Consultant, Tanzania)

Key elements of the impact on self included enhanced self-awareness, 
confidence, interpersonal skills (including listening, questioning and 
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appreciation of the views of others), tolerance and patience. At the core 
of this change, however, was a shift in self-image/identity whereby 
participants came to realize their potential to act as leaders, capable 
of exerting influence and bringing about change no matter what their 
position in the system.

I have confidence in myself now, I see myself as a leader, I can talk 
to people and listen to them and that I would enable them to listen 
to them rather than it is me who tells them what to do. That is why 
perhaps they have trust in me. I think they see that I give them the 
confidence to make their own decisions. (Male, Student, Tanzania)

Adopting a facilitative, inclusive approach to leadership was regarded 
as a way of empowering others. The leader’s role was seen as one of 
concern, caring for and developing others rather than being directive 
or judgemental.

Impact on family

A distinctive feature of this programme was the holistic way in which it 
impacted upon participants in all aspects of their lives. Impacts within 
the immediate family environment were particularly commented on 
and, in effect, this was one of the first places where they began to apply 
what they had learnt during the programme.

Many spoke of improved relationships with spouses, siblings and other 
family members, primarily arising from the application of appreciative 
inquiry principles. Giving others the benefit of the doubt reopened dia-
logues and enabled an enhanced appreciation of the potential contribu-
tion (and personal circumstances) of different family members.

We grew up in my family with my father not taking care of us. He 
never bought me a pair of shoes a T-shirt or paid my school fund but 
above all he was abusive to all of us including my mother, physically 
and emotionally. I had a great anger upon him. I never wanted any-
thing to do with him. But because of [a communication model used 
on the programme] I looked into him and asked myself how was he 
raised was he loved by his family? Was he recognised as a person 
who may do something for himself? Most of the things were not 
there he was never loved even by his mother, she turned his sisters 
against him, he was very much rejected so he grew up like that. Then 
I asked myself this question: “How can he love if he was never loved” 
everything that he did was of the impact his growing up life style 
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had on him. My father is not stupid, he does not hate us, it is just 
that he does not know how to love. I took a big step I FORGAVE HIM 
for everything and started to look at him as somebody who needs to 
be loved – guess what it worked! (Female, Community Development 
Manager, South Africa)

There were also examples of where participants have acted as mentors 
for siblings and other family members – seeing it as their duty to share 
what they have learnt and to support those around them.

My brother who is 20 years old, for example, has no confidence. I 
gave him the questions I was given in [the programme] to reflect 
on (what are your strengths and weaknesses, what are you proud 
about achieving in your life, and so on). He wanted to show me his 
answers and talk about them. It was a powerful conversation, the 
first real one I had with him, because he was so honest and he was 
so shocking about the way he felt. [ ... ] So I thought I would make 
it my mission to talk with him about what was happening to me in 
[the programme]. One day I gave him some money to go and deposit 
in the bank, into my account for me. He could not believe that I had 
done that. Nobody trusts him [ ... ]. We never gave him a chance. He 
was so excited that I did not think he would lose it. When he came 
back I did not expect him to talk to me about it, but he told me about 
the whole process, the forms he had to fill in. It was a big boost to his 
confidence, his morale. (Female, Sales Executive, Tanzania)

For others the family was a powerful source of support, but one that 
needed continual attention in order to maintain healthy relationships.

Impact at work

Other than family, the workplace was the next context in which partici-
pants felt there had been the greatest impact of their changing approach 
to leadership. While these impacts were often associated with tools and 
skills acquired directly through the programme, they appeared most 
strongly influenced by a change in ‘mindset’ – to a more open and 
appreciative perspective informed by one’s sense of holding a legiti-
mate leadership role within that organization and a desire to genuinely 
engage with others.

With [this programme] I am able to appreciate that my colleagues 
could do well also, or even better than me given the chance. 
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I provided the opportunity and amazingly, they can do many things 
better than myself, and they get better with more enabling environ-
ment created. The result? My headaches have become reduced, less 
deadlines to meet, improved output, more satisfaction among my col-
leagues and more progress for the organisation. (Male, Development 
Worker, Nigeria)

As indicated in the previous quote, this change in style has been posi-
tively received by colleagues and bosses and, in many cases has led to 
improved working relationships and subsequent career progression. In 
some instances participants noticed a ripple effect within their organi-
zations as more and more people adopted this inclusive approach to 
leadership.

As the Executive Director of the NGO, I have not only developed 
the ability to relate well with managers of bigger corporate organiza-
tions, but I have started a mentoring process to prepare others to suc-
ceed me with time. My colleagues in the office give me feedback in 
these areas all the time and with the community networking going 
on now, my office has become a [programme] office. (Male, NGO 
Director, Ghana)

Impact on community

Besides work and family, many of the participants were engaged in 
other social networks and groups (including church, schools, women’s 
groups, community projects, etc.), where they found other channels to 
apply their learning from the programme.

It has been wonderful, at home, at work, even on the pulpit when 
I am preaching I now find myself ending my sermons with power-
ful life-giving questions. What I have noticed is that there has been 
a change in my approach to people and issues. (Male, CEO of IT 
Company and Lay-Pastor, Nigeria)

Indeed, a powerful outcome of participation in the programme was the 
capacity to challenge embedded cultural attitudes in an appreciative 
rather than confrontational manner.

The fact is that as a woman in my tradition you cannot challenge 
or question decisions by men. I have tried to change this. By using 
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appreciation, goodwill and good intent and through questioning, by 
letting them know they are doing great things but things will be 
better if the women participate. Through my influence as a leader 
of a female association we have done this by examples of handling 
projects in the community where we have proved our worth. The 
women are now taking a leading role in community projects, which 
has improved a lot their status in the community. (Female, HR 
Director and President of Women’s Association, Cameroon)

A central theme of the programme was encouraging participants to iden-
tify communities where they have influence (indeed, this formed part 
of the selection process) and to offer opportunities for them to spend 
time engaging with local communities to practise what they had learnt 
with the support of their peers. These engagements typically involved 
a small group of participants spending a day or two within the chosen 
community speaking with a wide range of people, asking questions, 
sharing insights and offering positive reflections on the work being 
done. Within the current chapter there is insufficient space to enter 
into a detailed description of the kinds of impact that were achieved 
in this short time, but suffice it to say a number of the changes were 
substantial, transformational and sustained (as reported in the feedback 
sessions from community members in Module 3 and community visits 
by the researchers some 2–3 months following the intervention). For 
example, two months following engagement with an artisan collective 
in Zambia the community had raised money and purchased a vehi-
cle to enable development of a small farmstead recently purchased on 
the outskirts of the city and the chair of the Community Management 
Association had applied and gained a place on the second cohort of 
the programme. Through hands-on engagement activities such as these 
participants were both able to develop their own capability as well as 
build relationships and networks, influencing and educating others, 
and act as champions for the programme and the principles on which 
it was based.

Impact on society

Through the changes at a local level, participants began to have a wider 
influence at regional, national and international levels. Much of this 
impact was achieved in the same way as in local communities – through 
listening, questioning, appreciation, tolerance and improved self-confi-
dence – and appeared to have arisen largely from changes in one’s sense 
of identity in relation to others. For many, they now see themselves as 
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a part of the wider society and have a sense of duty/obligation to influ-
ence policy and practice at this level.

I have a new identity as an African – not just a Ghanaian – I am now 
more passionate and concerned about things that happen in other 
parts of Africa. I never used to look at the African column in the 
daily paper, I wasn’t interested, but I now take that part and read it 
and I sit down and think and come up with ideas and solutions that 
I think would be an opportunity to change positions around in these 
countries and the situations people find themselves in. (Female, 
Administrator, Ghana)

Since embarking on the programme a number of participants had stood 
for parliamentary election; others had developed networks within and 
beyond Africa; yet others had used their positions in the media, broad-
casting and other domains to share their learning with a wider audi-
ence; and nearly all had re-engaged with their identity as Africans.

Discussion

The examples presented above give a flavour of the kinds of effect that 
a programme of this type can have on participants and their commu-
nities. The intention of this chapter, however, is not to argue whether 
the programme has been good ‘value-for-money’, for such outcomes are 
hard to quantify, but to explore the underlying processes by which a 
development activity such as this can impact on individuals and their 
communities. To this extent we would like to begin by focusing on 
three elements of the programme that, we feel, make it distinct from 
more individually orientated initiatives, namely: relational identity, 
collaborative action and social construction.

Much of what has been revealed during the process of our research 
is how this programme offered participants the opportunity to reflect 
on and challenge their sense of relational identity. People have been able 
to recognize themselves as leaders, as members of their communities, 
as equal to others (regardless of age, gender, ethnicity, etc.) and as part 
of a wider ‘Africa’. The opportunity of experiencing, discussing and 
reflecting on the nature of leadership with a diverse group of peers has 
challenged restrictive perspectives and replaced them with something 
more positive and enriching. It would seem that this may be practical 
evidence of what Sveningsson and Alvesson (2003) call ‘identity work’ – 
the ongoing struggle to create a sense of self and provide answers (all 
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be they often temporary) to questions such as ‘who am I?’ and ‘what is 
my purpose?’ What is important within the current programme, how-
ever, is that this process of identity construction is conducted through a 
socialized process of dialogue and exchange, rather than through more 
individually orientated or ‘objective’ mechanisms such as the psycho-
metric profiling, 360o feedback or one-to-one coaching more typical of 
‘leader development’ initiatives.

A related concept at the heart of this approach is that of collaborative 
action, or ‘sharing’. Whereas more academically-orientated programmes, 
such as MBAs, may emphasize the benefits of expertise and profession-
alism, the current programme attempts to break down boundaries. 
Thus, participants are encouraged to share and practise their learning 
at home as well as at work and to disseminate and exchange models and 
ideas within their communities for mutual benefit. The learning proc-
ess is thus truly dynamic and collective, occurring through interaction 
and exchange rather than personal transformation alone. Indeed, the 
programme seems to have engaged people more at an affective than a 
cognitive level.

And third, is the significance of the social construction of leadership 
(Ospina & Sorenson, 2006; Fairhurst & Grant, 2010). To this extent, 
it can be argued that how people conceive of leadership affects how 
social systems operate and as a consequence affects the well-being of 
the social system and the people in it (Smircich & Morgan, 1982). Thus, 
this programme is not so much concerned with the traits or behaviours 
of leaders but how, through dialogue and engagement, they can collec-
tively (re)create the environment within which they operate.

Returning to the notion of leadership development as an invest-
ment in social capital described in the introduction to this chapter it 
becomes clear that, in the context of a programme such as this, build-
ing social capital is about more than simply establishing relationships. 
It is about offering opportunities for the construction of shared identi-
ties, meanings and purpose. This distinction is identified by Willem 
and Scarborough (2006) who distinguish between two differing per-
spectives on social capital: ‘the instrumental view [that] sees the estab-
lishment of social capital as based on reciprocal relationships [and] the 
consummatory view [that] sees social capital as the result of the devel-
opment of social norms and identification with a group’ (ibid., p. 1345). 
‘The instrumental view’, they argue, ‘includes the “social network” and 
“structural” aspects of social capital [whilst] the consummatory view 
emphasises that social capital is a collective attribute characterised by 
goal congruence, shared norms and trust’ (p. 1345).
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In distinguishing these two forms of social capital Willem and 
Scarborough (2006) posit that they will have differential impacts on 
knowledge sharing and learning, with the former (instrumental) having 
a primarily beneficial effect on knowledge sharing within networks and a 
negative effect between networks (largely based on role and power struc-
tures within the organization). By contrast, it is argued that ‘in the con-
summatory view, the collective nature of social capital largely overrides 
individual politicking actions’ (ibid., p. 1349) and that ‘consummatory 
social capital may be a precondition for the effects which instrumental 
aspects of social capital have on knowledge sharing’ (p. 1365).

In providing a framework through which participants can engage in 
the development of consummatory social capital, leadership develop-
ment programmes such as the one researched in this study offer the 
potential of facilitating wider social change and the emergence of a 
more ‘worldly’ approach to leadership – not bounded to individual 
participants or organizations. The nature of such impacts, however, is 
necessarily emergent, somewhat unpredictable and difficult to capture 
empirically. Furthermore, while talk of ‘transformational change’ may 
conjure up images of heroic acts and charismatic leaders the processes 
set in motion through the approach described are far more subtle – a 
shift in values and beliefs rather than a dramatic change in behaviour 
(Carroll & Levy, 2010).

Towards a model of engagement

The findings from this study offer support for a relational and con-
structionist understanding of leadership. The narratives speak of a 
deeply personal appreciation and expression of leadership but one that 
is only meaningful in relation to a wider community (family, work, etc.), 
thereby highlighting a need to remain alert to both the individual and 
the collective dimensions of social influence.

The findings also support the notion that leadership development is 
about more than simply building the capability of individual leaders. 
Indeed, it implies that change occurs primarily through reconfiguration 
of one’s personal and social identities – a form of ‘identity work’ – and 
that, through this process, it becomes possible for individuals to begin to 
influence wider social norms and values. The socialized learning process 
was supported through a series of principles and models that helped par-
ticipants (and those with whom they interacted) to articulate an alterna-
tive and more inclusive perspective on leadership.

In this section of the chapter, we would like to build on Kirk’s (2005) 
model of ‘System Leadership Development’ (see Figure 3.2) to explore 
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a possible mechanism through which this programme may facilitate 
wider social change. This model, derived from research and education 
in a number of community contexts, particularly with a South African 
NGO and wine growers’ cooperative (Kirk & Shutte, 2002, 2003), 
presents a social constructivist model of leadership development that 
aims to enhance the overall leadership capacity within the system.

The model comprises three principal elements. The first, termed ‘con-
nective leadership’, is mainly informed by Jean Lipman-Blumen’s (1996) 
work on a relational, networked understanding of leadership and David 
Bakan’s analysis of agentic and communal ways of knowing (Bakan, 
1966). This notion presents leadership as a communal activity grounded 
in a shared sense of identity and purpose. In effect, connective leader-
ship is about a group, organization, or community ‘learning to see together’ 
(Kirk, 2005).

The second element of the model is termed ‘collective empowerment’ 
and is informed, primarily, by the concept of role taking (Armstrong, 
1988; Reed, 2001; Triest, 1999). In Reed’s words, ‘to take a role implies 
being able to formulate or discover, however intuitively, a regulating 
principle inside oneself which enables one, as a person, to manage 
what one does in relation to the requirements of the situation one is in’ 
(Reed, 2001, p. 2). It involves three related activities – namely role find-
ing, role making and role taking. From Kirk and Shutte’s (2003) work 
with a South African NGO it was found that their collective empow-
erment developed from (1) working to create a sense of identity, (2) 
the successes they achieved and (3) the crises they had come through. 
Collective empowerment is, therefore, about a group, organization, or 
community ‘learning to walk together’ (Kirk, 2005).

The third element of the model is termed ‘dialogue’ and is informed 
largely through Isaacs’ (1999) work on the power of dialogue and 
Senge’s (1990) work on organizational learning. It is principally about 

Figure 3.2 System leadership development
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Walking together

Dialogue
Talking together

Connective Leadership
Seeing together
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encouraging voices to be heard, appreciating the differences in what is 
said, and surfacing underlying assumptions and dynamics. Dialogue, in 
this sense, is pluralistic yet seeks to work with differences productively, 
as in the case of the transitional government in South Africa who found 
practising dialogue led to agreement on the best course of action even 
though they had different reasons for this (Kirk & Shutte, 2003). To this 
extent it could be argued that dialogue is about a group, organization, 
or community ‘learning to talk together’ (Kirk, 2005).

When considered in relation to the leadership development pro-
gramme described in this chapter it is possible to determine how the 
different elements of the System Leadership Development model are 
supported through different developmental tools. Connective lead-
ership, for example, is facilitated through the programmes’ guiding 
philosophy which offers a shared language and perspective that helps 
participants to ‘see together’. Collective empowerment is largely facili-
tated through the community engagements and pan-African confer-
ences, each of which offers a powerful shared learning experience 
that brings participants together and gives them the chance to ‘walk 
together’ – practising their learning in a safe and supportive environ-
ment. Dialogue is enhanced through the participative approach to 
learning, the emphasis on equality and diversity and a number of prac-
tical tools used (including techniques for questioning, listening and 
communication) – thereby helping those involved to ‘talk together’. 
Therefore, despite not being explicitly designed to these specifications 
it appears that the programme studied in this research contains all of 
the elements of a System Leadership Development initiative.

To explore how such an approach may act as a catalyst for wider 
social change, however, we need to extend the model beyond pro-
gramme participants to other members of their communities and to 
consider how the tools and techniques used in the programme offer 
a practical means for engaging others in leadership and influencing 
social norms and values. It would seem that through their engagement 
in this programme participants are encouraged (and possibly empow-
ered) to act as ambassadors for social change within their communi-
ties. Their impact, however, is not through directive action or personal 
characteristics (as might be implied by more individualistic accounts 
of leadership), nor necessarily through transformational or charismatic 
influence (although this remains a possibility), but primarily through 
the facilitation of a perceptual shift from the idea of the leader as an 
exceptional (and usually senior) individual to the notion of ‘everyone as 
a leader’ – a shift from the heroic to the collective.
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An inclusive and communal view of leadership, associated with a set 
of straightforward concepts and tools, may form the basis for a model 
of leadership development that can be replicated and transmitted across 
social groups. This process is presented in Figure 3.3 whereby, through 
involvement in a System Leadership Development programme, individ-
uals become equipped with the necessary tools, language and sense of 
purpose to transmit their learning and shift in values to others. At the 
heart of this model is the concept of ‘self in community’.

This model offers a framework in which leadership development can 
facilitate the kinds of process Barker (1997) outlined when describing 
leadership as community development. A fundamental element of this is 
the opportunity to discuss and explore personal and community values 
and identities and to construct new (or alternative) realities. What is also 
significant is how this is done in a highly contextualized environment 
and the way the person is treated as a whole rather than just at work.

A development initiative such as this, therefore, seems to be able to 
engage both with the development of self and community without giv-
ing precedence to one over the other. As Lawrence (1979, p. 242) argues 
‘social change, which implies an inspection of social realities, starts 
from the individual considering his or her authority for being in a role 
in institutions of a society’.
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Figure 3.3 System leadership development in a community context
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Limitations and areas for future research

As with all social research the findings and ideas presented in this 
chapter are inevitably limited in a number of ways. In this part of the 
chapter, therefore, we will briefly consider some of the methodological, 
theoretical and contextual limitations as well as likely promising areas 
for further research and enquiry.

From a methodological perspective, as a piece of commissioned 
research on a large and complex initiative, our account can only ever be 
a partial representation of what happened. There are key development 
and strategy debates to which we were not party; we only attended 
small parts of the programme, spoke to a limited number of people, 
concerned ourselves with a limited number of questions, only stud-
ied the first cohort of the programme and gave limited attention to 
the wider social, political and economic contexts of the intervention. 
Furthermore, it should be noted that both researchers were white, male 
and British (although a female member of the team, of different ethnic-
ity, did attend the pan-African event in Kenya and participated in early 
research discussions). To this extent, what is included in this account 
can only represent a limited number of voices and perspectives. Despite 
this, however, the reflexive methodology offered many opportunities 
for engaging and speaking with people carrying different perspectives 
and agendas to verify and corroborate our interpretation of findings. 
Furthermore, while our cultural distance from the programme may 
have masked certain aspects, it is likely that it also brought others into 
clearer focus. It is recommended, therefore, that the account given here 
is treated as a preliminary exploration of the field rather than an objec-
tive statement of reality.

Theoretically our assumptions are shaped by relational theories of 
leadership and give precedence to socially constructed accounts of 
leadership practice. To this extent we are interested in how people con-
struct a sense of purpose and identity in a social context rather than the 
explicit skills and behaviours they possess or exhibit. We have drawn 
on a range of theories in interpreting the nature of this programme and 
developed our own model of how it may be operating. The scope of the 
current project does not allow for rigorous testing of our assumptions 
and proposals; however, they are presented here as tentative working 
hypotheses – as theories under construction rather than a predictive 
model.

With regards to context it is important to remain aware that 
the research was undertaken within the context of an international 
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development initiative for Africa. While authors such as Reynolds (2000, 
p. 67) warn that community development activities may ‘mask darker 
tendencies towards coercion and the assimilation of differences’ our 
working assumption was that the current programme was essentially 
benign, undertaken in the genuine pursuit of beneficial social change. 
Furthermore, it is important to remember that as a transcontinental ini-
tiative many of the significant contextual factors within different subcul-
tures may have been overlooked or overgeneralized. The African concept 
of ‘ubuntu’, for example, was considered a useful mechanism for describ-
ing the interdependence of self and community in African conceptions 
of leadership. Despite this, however, its origins lie with the Bantu people 
from South Africa and are not universally accepted (Ntibagirirwa, 2003). 
It is also important to ask how generalizable findings from a study like 
this are to other initiatives and places. While our sense is that there is 
no reason why these principles would not be applicable elsewhere, it is 
possible that they may be more likely to be successful in cultures with 
a strong collectivist orientation and a history of verbal communication 
and extended social networks.

Each of these points indicates the need for further empirical research 
and theorizing. It would be useful to do more in-depth investigations 
of participants and their networks as they progress through a devel-
opment programme such as this. There would be value in exploring 
activities such as this in a range of different contexts and cultures and 
for different kinds of participants and communities. And it would be 
illuminating to use the ideas raised to inform the design and delivery 
of subsequent leadership development initiatives and to compare their 
performance to more traditional models of engagement.

Conclusion

In this chapter we have explored a pan-African leadership development 
programme to consider how leadership development can act as cata-
lyst for community-level social change. We have argued that through a 
process of social enquiry participants have engaged in ‘identity work’ – 
reconstructing their concept of ‘self within community’. Through a 
combination of appreciative inquiry, systems thinking and a philos-
ophy of collective leadership the programme has helped participants 
begin building ‘consummative social capital’ within their communi-
ties that enables a re-evaluation of social norms and group identity. 
Such a shift, it is proposed, may be a necessary precursor to wider social 
change and engagement with leadership for collective benefit.
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The System Leadership Development model proposed by Kirk (2005) 
has been used as the basis for constructing a model of social influence 
within and across communities. It is argued that the programme studied 
in the current research may be successful by virtue of its ability to facili-
tate connective leadership (‘seeing together’), collective empowerment 
(‘walking together’) and dialogue (‘talking together’) and the dissemi-
nation of these principles between different people and groups. Such a 
perspective extends the focus of leadership development well beyond 
the development of individual leaders to the establishment of networks, 
relationships, and a renewed sense of shared identity and purpose.

Ultimately, however, it might be argued that leadership develop-
ment such as this could be conceived of as a form of catharsis that 
‘leaves one with a sense of being part of a moral order that is essen-
tially “just” ’ (Gosling, 2000, p. 143) – a potential antidote to overly 
heroic or instrumental accounts of leadership but one that may also 
require sacrifice: the possible subordination of self-interest to that of 
the community.
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4
The Internationalization of 
Leadership Development
Vanessa Iwowo

Introduction

From the painstakingly edited pages of textbook manuscripts and peer-
reviewed journals of social theorists to the ‘best-sellers’ of management 
development consultants, leadership studies is in a constant state of 
evolution. Nevertheless, the subject of leadership development is one 
that has remained essentially ambiguous. That this situation may have 
arisen from an earlier ambiguity surrounding the question of leader-
ship and its meaning is a possibility. Indeed, Stogdill (1974) observed 
that there were almost as many definitions as there were persons that 
had attempted to define the seemingly elusive concept of leadership.

Despite the remarkable advancement in leadership studies, the actual 
practice of leadership development appears predominantly characterized 
by traditionalist perspectives that have included a primary recourse to 
pre-designed, pre-packaged modules which advocate the understanding 
and development of the self through the impartation of specific prede-
termined skill sets or abilities. This traditional approach is largely driven 
by the assumption of a pre-diagnosed problem, and offers ‘readily appli-
cable’ answers in the form of packaged solutions. Indeed, Kelly et al. 
(2006) have observed that despite attempts made to advance the scope 
of leadership as a researchable phenomenon, the packaging of leader-
ship skill sets as typically represented by pre-designed programmes and 
course modules, remains the dominant approach in both public and 
private sector organizations This continued emphasis on the develop-
ment of self seems contradictory to the conceptualization of leadership 
as process, as relationship, and as essentially characterized by the social 
force of influence (Northouse, 2004).

S. Turnbull et al. (eds.), Worldly Leadership
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Jones (2006) has argued that a seeming obsession with the improve-
ment of self within increasingly dominant views of leadership devel-
opment appears to be more or less an all-American one. He contends 
that the normative assumptions that underlie the business simulation 
processes often practised within a number of contemporary and inter-
nationally deployed leadership development programmes (LDPs), are 
indeed ‘not culturally neutral; rather, [that] they are distinctively west-
ern in their assumptions about human behaviour and the psychological 
backdrop of decision making in the business context’ (p. 485). As such, 
these essentially reflect a deeply entrenched US organizational culture 
of individualism and self-actualization. This preoccupation with the 
improvement of self appears more oriented towards leader-development, 
a notion that is not necessarily synonymous with leadership develop-
ment (Iles & Preece, 2006). It is believed that the latter would largely 
emphasize relationship building and the development of social capital 
and dynamic networks within and across the organization. The under-
standing of leadership as relationship and influence appears consistent 
with this latter view.

Leadership development as a situated practice

It has further been argued that rather than associate leadership devel-
opment with the development of personality traits, skills and charac-
teristics, it could be more usefully viewed as a ‘situated practice’ and as 
one that is best understood from the perspective of the user (Ladkin 
et al., 2009). This infers that it should be contextually relevant and 
understood in terms of what it really ‘means’ to the user or partici-
pant. Kelly et al. (2006) also stress that this could best be regarded as a 
‘design’ challenge wherein the prospective design of the intervention 
would lie in uncovering patterns of interaction, which can be achieved 
by developing a set of scenarios of ‘teachable moments’; moments that 
are somewhat familiar and that resonate with participants’ experiences. 
Ladkin et al. (2009) suggest that although LDPs may be designed to 
equip participants with a range of theories, insights and descriptions 
of leadership, ‘program participants learn that the valuable knowledge 
about leading is that which they construct for themselves, within the 
context in which they operate and with those who they lead’ (p. 27). It 
follows that for leadership development interventions to be truly effec-
tive, they must not only be understood by the intended user, but more 
importantly, should be contextually relevant and practicable.
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Leadership development and context

As the body of knowledge on Leadership Development continues to 
grow, there are increasingly resounding calls for more contextualized 
theory and praxis. The notion of leadership as a situated practice requires 
more culturally centred models of leadership development. A major 
argument that is germane to this approach centres on the importance of 
mental programmes and the construction of ‘meaning’ within sociocul-
tural reality. This argument hinges on the assumption that our under-
standing of social phenomena is influenced by our mental programmes, 
values and beliefs. As such, our understanding and practice of leadership 
would be continually shaped and moulded by our thought processes, 
interactions and experience within sociocultural reality, all of which 
subsequently serve to reinforce one another. This is because our thought 
processes often inform our interactions with one another, and these 
dynamic interactions with one another are what subsequently provide 
the basis for our experiences. These experiences are what, in turn, shape 
our expectations and subsequently form the frames for our terms of ref-
erence (Goffman, 1986). Frames not only provide a gestalt for viewing 
ongoing circumstances and for managing the understanding of events 
as they unfold, but they are also value-laden, rhetorical resources which 
minimize some aspects of a situation, while highlighting other elements 
of the same (Goffman, 1986; Hamilton & Bean, 2005).

Against this backdrop, context is defined as being made up of dif-
ferent sets of competing frames from which individuals draw resources 
in order to facilitate the process of sense-making (Hamilton & Bean, 
2005). Subsequently, I observe that the notion of context does indeed 
seem to rest on the assumption of spatial variation, within which may 
be found certain forms of distinctiveness. This is best explained by an 
understanding of the fact that people are grounded in different realities 
(Hearn & Ninan, 2003), and that these realities are made up of distinct 
and varying sets of frames within which people constantly enact their 
unique behaviours and dynamic interactions. It is these consistently 
re-enacted frames and interactions within an increasingly complex 
social reality that may continually account for situational variation 
and, ultimately, contextual uniqueness.

My main argument here is that our social constructions of ‘mean-
ing’ are derived from and reinforced by the rhetorical resources within 
our social environment. If this is the case, it follows that our under-
standing and practices of leadership development should equally derive 
from that environment. That is, what we conceptualize, what we know 
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and what we understand about leadership development should flow to 
us from the rhetorical elements within that social environment. These 
include our thought processes, interactions, experiences, expectations, 
values and beliefs, and indeed all of the dynamic mental and relational 
resources which are ever present within the various contexts in which 
we act, and through which we make meaning.

Again, Hollander and Julian (1969) have observed that the construct 
of leadership is one which is not only highly contextualized, but also 
involves the constant interplay between leaders, followers and situations – 
all of which are steadily influenced by values, beliefs and deep-seated 
mental programmes invariably present in the given context within 
which they operate. Grint (2000) also proffers a social constructionist 
view of leadership in which he argues that every account of leadership 
is the product of various social representations and interpretations of 
episodes and events. As such, there can never be exact replications of 
an ‘objective truth’ because these accounts are impacted by people’s 
experiences, sense-making and interpretations, which vary contextu-
ally. Northouse (2004) also suggests that leadership is a co-influential 
relationship which practically exposes the values and beliefs of both 
leaders and followers.

Indigenizing leadership development?

In light of the calls for more contextualized approaches to its study and 
practice, there have been calls, particularly by African Scholars, for a 
more indigenized model of leadership education (Obiakor, 2004; Mbigi 
& Maree, 2005; Mbigi, 2005). Ranging from the subtle to what some 
might consider extreme, these views contend that western theories of 
leadership have not done the African Continent much good, and as 
such should be abandoned in favour of more culturally centred models 
of leadership. For instance, Obiakor (2004) observes that African lead-
ership appears still tied to European-centred frameworks, a situation 
he insists is ‘counter-productive to the sacred existence of the African 
peoples’ (p. 402). He contends that African leadership is struggling 
today mainly because such leadership lacks the required theoretical 
foundations required to build strong and stable societies; a situation 
he attributes to the absence of African-centred education in leadership 
development. It is argued that such African-centred leadership edu-
cation is required to build the much needed values of patriotism and 
nationalism, which he insists are a prerequisite to improving the current 
leadership situation, and essential to moving the continent forward.
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Consequently, the argument is made for the ‘institutionalization of 
a pragmatic system of African-centred education that opens concrete 
rooms [sic] for African experiments and African experiences and fosters 
the use of the African body, mind and soul’ (Obiakor, 2004, p. 404). 
While the idea of creating an active learning space for such experimen-
tation is necessary, I observe that within this argument lies the allu-
sion to an ‘African’ experience, mind and soul; an assumption which 
runs the risk of appearing simplistic and somewhat idealistic. In my 
consideration of this, I argue that African social and cultural reality is 
not necessarily homogeneous, and for want of more anthropologically 
detailed evidence, I draw on Hofstede’s 1980 seminal study to support 
this claim. This is because while he studied the rest of the world on a 
country level, Africa was initially studied on a regional-continental level 
in which it was subcategorized into West, East, South and Arab Africa, a 
situation which in itself pre-supposes the homogeneity of culture across 
the countries that make up these African regions. However, despite the 
sweeping generalization and the geographical broadness of this study, as 
well as its overtly broad compartmentalization of culture, the research 
showed that culture across Africa was not homogeneous at the time. If 
this is the case and if, truly, people are grounded in multiple realities, 
I am curious as to what an ‘African experience’ or an ‘African mind’ 
would look like, especially considering that the sociocultural reality in 
Zimbabwe, for example, might indeed be different from that in Nigeria. 
Be that as it may, this does not preclude the fact that there are indeed cer-
tain aspects of sociocultural reality and experience that transcend many 
African societies; nevertheless, I contend that the allusion to a culturally 
homogenized Africa in its entirety is not only overtly simplistic, but also 
that it poses the risk of hasty generalization.

As such, if Africa is not socioculturally homogeneous, then there are 
shadows subsequently cast on the feasibility of an ‘African-centred’ model 
of leadership development. While I do not entirely reject the usefulness 
and importance of indigenous knowledge, values and beliefs in leader-
ship education, I maintain that the suggestion of an ‘African-centred’ 
model of leadership development begs further clarification, and as such 
should not be adopted uncritically. For instance, what uniquely qualifies 
an experience as being entirely ‘African’, and how might this in turn 
inform an ‘African mind’; and what implications would this have for an 
‘African Leadership model’? Indeed, in discussing the limits of western 
leadership theories in Africa, Blunt and Jones (1997) clearly acknowledge 
that it is unrealistic to suppose that much of what can be said about lead-
ership will apply equally across the vast continent of Africa. Rather, they 
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suggest that despite the existing cultural heterogeneity, similarities do 
exist from which a ‘tentative’ profile may be drawn.

Another concern with the call for entirely culturally centred models 
is that there might be a perceived danger of ethnocentrism. If indeed 
Africa appears increasingly isolated from a rapidly globalizing and tech-
nologically advanced world, does not the perception of ethnocentrism 
fuelled by ideological isolationism present the danger of aggravating 
the status quo ante? I hold that if the intellectual imperialism alleg-
edly propagated by European-centred frameworks of learning is a major 
contributor to Africa’s leadership crisis, then, generating entirely ethno-
centric knowledge frameworks, particularly in the wider context of an 
increasingly globalized world, cannot now be advanced as a cure-all for 
its hydra-headed leadership problems.

Furthermore, with regards to the question of leadership research and 
theorizing, it has become increasingly obvious to scholars that there is 
a dearth in literature on leadership research touching the sphere of the 
African Continent. Some have recounted their search experiences in 
this regard as they made to access the relevant literature in the course 
of their work (Jackson, 2004; Malunga, 2006; Nkomo, 2008). While 
Jackson (2004) notes that there is ‘a real absence’ of articulated work 
and theory on leadership research in Africa, it is also observed that 
wherever such articulated accounts exist, these appear to be rooted in 
discussions around the developed–developing world dichotomy. Such a 
situation no doubt prevents any constructive criticism and conceptual 
frameworks for sustainable development (Bolden & Kirk, 2005).

Blunt and Jones (1997) note an ‘absence of local alternatives’ (p. 13) 
with regards to non-western leadership theory, observing that most mod-
ern published notions of leadership originate primarily from the West. 
They add that ‘in the micro domains of management, there still may 
be more interest in the replication in developing countries of Western 
theory and practice than there is resistance to it’ (p. 1). Malunga (2006) 
also acknowledges the challenge of a lack of documentation and par-
ticularly recounts that it was not easy to find the relevant literature for 
his study on the subject of leadership in Africa.

All the above underscore the point that research on leadership/leader-
ship development in Africa is not always readily available. Among other 
reasons, this situation is most likely attributable to the ancient African 
practice of orally bequeathing tradition – that is, indigenous customs 
and cultural ways of being – from one generation to the next via the ver-
bal medium of storytelling; this could begin to provide a plausible reason 
why there appears a lack of documentation on the subject matter.
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Be that as it may, and considering the near absence of theory on lead-
ership in Africa, a probable approach to tackling this dilemma would be 
to concentrate more on conducting research and theoretically articu-
lating the subject in order to address the current dearth in literature. 
However, given the vast number of Graduate Business and Management 
Schools on the continent – from the prestigious Lagos Business School 
of the Pan-African University in Nigeria to the Graduate Business 
School at UNISA in South Africa – the crucial question of what should 
be taught in the interim remains unanswered. Pessimistic as this question 
may appear, I hold that it is pertinent. Observably, what is currently 
taught in African Business Schools appears to be drawn mainly from 
mainstream business/management knowledge, and as such, is argua-
bly based on western functionalist paradigms. Furthermore, it has also 
been stated that due to the propagation of western management educa-
tion, any ‘self-respecting MBA holder’ from Zimbabwe to Ecuador and 
beyond will generally know the same things about leadership and other 
aspects of HR management (Blunt & Jones, 1997, p. 10). Therefore, if 
indeed Africa must evolve more indigenous theoretical frameworks on 
leadership development, then it follows that sufficient attention must 
be paid to bridging the gap in knowledge; a process which can only be 
expected to occur gradually. In view of this, it appears that there might 
be only a few other options left in the short term, which include the 
seemingly unpopular one of continuing to teach western management 
theory in African Business Schools.

Be that as it may, I observe that even though maintaining the status 
quo appears to be one that may be realistically considered, it is neces-
sary to explore other relevant options that can be worked with in the 
short term. This means that if the overall aim is to fit management 
and leadership development in Africa within more contextual frame-
works, then immediate practical strategies are urgently needed; even as 
medium- and long-term research is being conducted to bridge the exist-
ing knowledge gap on the subject matter.

This is especially needful, given the current reality of business glo-
balization and what seems like Africa’s increased isolation from the 
global scheme of things.

In considering possible approaches to addressing this short-term 
dilemma, it might be helpful to examine what theoretically articulated 
instances of leadership may already exist within the body of knowledge. 
In thinking about this, the first and perhaps the most documented notion 
of indigenous leadership that comes to mind is the African leadership 
philosophy of Ubuntu, which is subsequently discussed in more detail.
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Ubuntu – an alternative?

Africans have this thing called UBUNTU. It is about the essence of 
being human, it is part of the gift that Africa will give the world. 
It embraces hospitality, caring about others, being able to go the 
extra mile for the sake of others. We believe that a person is a person 
through another person, that my humanity is caught up, bound up, 
inextricably, with yours.

– Desmond Tutu, Archbishop Emeritus of Cape Town 
(cited in Battle, 1997)

Originally adapted from the Shona expression umuntu ngumuntu nga-
banye meaning ‘a person is a person, through others’, Ubuntu, which 
is the Ndebele word for hunhu (Shona), is a concept that attempts to 
convey the humaneness of the human being. Also expressed as izandla 
ziyagezana, that is ‘the left hand washes the right hand and the oppo-
site is true’ (Chinouya, 2007), ubuntu is a metaphor which embodies 
the significance of group solidarity on survival issues, particularly in 
the context of deprived and dispossessed communities in Africa, where 
resources for livelihood are low and communities must depend on each 
other collectively in order to stay alive. It is thus a concept of sister-
hood/brotherhood and collective unity for survival (Mbigi & Maree, 
2005).

The cardinal ideology of Ubuntu is mirrored in the philosophy that a 
person is only a person, through others, and this perspective finds practi-
cal expression in the lived values of relationships, reconciliation, conform-
ity, compassion, respect, human dignity and collective unity (Battle, 1997; 
Malunga, 2005; Mbigi & Maree, 2005).

It has been argued that ‘unless development structures, strategies and 
processes can harness these ubuntu values into a dynamic transforma-
tive force for reconstruction and development, failure will be almost 
certain’ (Mbigi & Maree, 2005, p. 6). As such, there have been calls to 
hark back to what might seem to be a primordial heritage, where many 
aspects of life and community were ritualized and held sacred, and in 
which they were generally perceived to be essential and crucial to the 
sustenance and survival of entire communities; ones which created a 
sense of belonging and in-group inclusiveness. Indeed, not a few propo-
nents of ubuntu have suggested aligning contemporary organizational 
life with African cultural experience. For instance, while Malunga 
(2005) suggests the possible ritualization of many of today’s organi-
zational practices as a practical representation of the ubuntu ideology 
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in today’s organizations, to enable individuals to develop a sense of 
belonging and inclusiveness arising out of shared practices, Mbigi and 
Maree (2005) advocate harnessing the traditional religious experience 
and sacred constitution of the African peoples. Such applications of 
ubuntu may assist in facilitating dynamic social transformative change 
in the reconstruction of African Society.

In short, the concept of engaging ubuntu within the context of work 
and organizations emphasizes the need to draw on traditional African 
collective solidarity, community networks/relationships and social sen-
sitivity in evolving new approaches to management learning and lead-
ership development.

As a broad suggestion, while the calls to harness the social benefits of 
group solidarity and increased social responsibility are commendable, 
the notion of ubuntu as it is presently advanced, rests on a number of 
assumptions that appear simplistic. For the purpose of this chapter, I 
have chosen to discuss two of which I consider to be the most promi-
nent; namely, the twin notions of the non-dynamism of culture and social 
stability.

As it is presently advanced, the philosophy of ubuntu ideologically 
assumes a seeming non-dynamism of culture and society. However, 
research has undoubtedly proved that this is not the case. Indeed, a 
number of studies have shown that although some distinct cultural val-
ues of a society may endure, culture is continually constructed, nego-
tiated and changes or evolves over time, with cultural diffusion and 
overlaps often occurring across the board (Schein, 1968, 1985; Smircich, 
1983; Inglehart & Baker, 2000).

Such cultural diffusion is clearly mirrored in many African societies 
today; increasingly, there is vast cultural proliferation occurring virtu-
ally across what could previously have been referred to as fixed cultural 
boundaries. Examples of these abound in elements of the European and 
American pop culture that are constantly propagated in and through 
the very powerful instruments of technology and mass media (Gillespie, 
1995). It is no secret that the vivid images presented have been known 
to appeal mainly to the younger and upcoming generations. These 
visions are constantly being re-enacted and, over time, have continued 
to find practical expression in the course of daily societal and cultural 
life through the vibrant agents of fashion, Hollywood, cable satellite, 
the Internet, and so on.

Second, the cardinal ideology of ubuntu appears premised on the exist-
ence of relatively socially stable societies and while these may have existed 
at some point in African history, it is certainly not the case today. The 
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argument here is that while the idea of absolute collectivism may have 
worked in many traditional African societies, the diffusion of a western 
capitalist and consumerist culture appears to have informed new ways of 
sociocultural, socio-economic and sociopolitical interactions in present-
day Africa. It should also be noted, however, that consumerist culture is 
also infused in the African context with a number of ancient but latent 
indigenous traditions, such as, the socio-economic indicators of achieve-
ment and materialism among the Igbo of Nigeria (see Wambu, 2007).

To further illustrate this point, I draw on the experience of a fellow 
African scholar during one of his visits to his native village in the Igbo 
speaking part of Eastern Nigeria. In this, the author recounts aspects of 
his interaction with some young men from the village who are having 
to respond to the urban encroachment of Aba, a fast-growing trade city, 
located just on the outskirts of their native village. Below is an excerpt 
from this account.

Interestingly, as I wandered round the village, the young men, Nwa 
Afo (sons of the soil) I spoke to, seemed to welcome the advent of Aba. 
I thought I could detect a yearning. Perhaps Aba meant a space where 
they could make a living, earn fast money, buy their own property 
and escape the age-based hierarchical structure that was in our vil-
lage? Power was generational in the village and many of these young 
men would not see power or make law for perhaps 30 years. They 
were frustrated that these older men who had it were not responsive 
to their needs. Land was commonly held, but once the old men had 
given you your portion to farm, you were expected to add value to 
it. Many of the young were no longer interested in farming, they had 
lots of other business ideas that they wanted capital and support for.

One entrepreneurial cousin was already producing handbags and 
sandals in Aba and needed capital to scale up his operations. Help 
for him was being co-ordinated at the family levels, but resources 
were limited. There was no broader vision on how the village could 
itself support any of these activities, or plug into the other industrial 
activities happening in the dynamic centre of Aba. So, once given 
the common land, for which they were supposed to be merely custo-
dians, many of the young people were illegally selling it to generate 
liquid funds.

(Wambu, 2007, p. 118)

From this account, the pressure which a rapidly diffused capitalist and 
industrialist culture considerably exerts on a traditionally collectivist 
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society becomes apparent. The indigenous concept of village leadership, 
social responsibility and communally owned resources upon which the 
notion of ubuntu inherently rests, has failed to respond to the changing 
needs and aspirations of the younger working population. In this case, 
one of the immediate fallouts is the commoditization and sale of what 
is otherwise communally owned land.

Against the aforementioned, it appears that this culture-mix of west-
ern capitalism and consumerism on the one hand, and indigenous 
materialism on the other, have collectively propelled a seemingly alien 
wave of economic competition and individualism; a dynamic that is 
proving lethal to the notions of community solidarity, material col-
lectivism and the social sensitivity that ubuntu protagonists advocate. 
Furthermore, the current economic instability in many African nations 
also appears to have added a more dangerous dimension of ‘survival of 
the fittest’ to the scenario painted above.

Herein lies the dilemma of ubuntu: a tension between the need for 
collective survival in the face of poverty and deprivation – even as the 
people draw on collective resources – and an equally human desire to 
be seen to excel, to be recognized, respected and celebrated as that indi-
vidual achiever who has risen above the challenge of the same socio-
economic odds of poverty and deprivation.

My argument is that while the need for socio-economic stability may 
have fostered collectivism and group solidarity in many traditional 
African settings, the advent of modern capitalism and consumerism, 
possibly aided by an indigenous materialist ideology, seems to have occa-
sioned a new wave of individualism and competitiveness. Although such 
individualism and competition may have been previously alien to many 
African cultures, they presently seem to be propelled by the presupposed 
drivers of ubuntu – poverty and deprivation. That is, the ideological driv-
ers of ubuntu are identical to those which now appear to drive the quest 
for self-actualization. This is clearly seen in the Wambu extract above; 
the desire of the young men to ‘escape’ the economic, hierarchical and 
communal structures that fundamentally underpin the ubuntu ideology 
has merely stemmed from their exasperation with it.

Indeed, it has been acknowledged that although ubuntu values were 
traditionally practised in ancient stable and predictable societies, part 
of the limitations of this ‘African model’ is that it has failed to tran-
scend the stable predictable societies of old (Malunga, 2005). Ironically, 
it is possible that given the advent of western capitalism and a growing 
materialist and consumer culture, these two factors themselves – pov-
erty and deprivation – may have provided a perfect stage upon which 
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the scenario of individualism, competition and a ‘survival of the fittest’ 
ideology are constantly enacted. This is so because, arguably, the pro-
pensity for the recognition and celebration of the economically privi-
leged few, as well as the emergence of an elite class in the midst of a 
deprived community, remains ostensibly higher than would be the case 
in more economically stable societies. Unfortunately, this scenario is 
closer to the reality of most African societies today.

Although the idea of group solidarity and collectivism seems intui-
tively appealing, I contend that the possibility of making recourse to 
the practice of absolute collectivism as advanced by ubuntu appears, 
at worst, impracticable and at best, naively utopian. Furthermore, the 
romanticization of ubuntu, particularly with its emphasis on conform-
ity and reconciliation may embrace the practice of group consensus or 
group-think at the expense of constructive criticism. Such a situation 
would not only be counterproductive but may be detrimental to the 
development of the ideologically robust conceptual frameworks that are 
required for any meaningful advancement of organization and soci-
ety at large. Indeed, consistently taking collective responsibility for the 
organization may actually suffocate personal motivation and inhibit 
healthy competition among peers (Sinclair, 1992; Malunga, 2006).

Internationalization – towards a more practical solution

Against this background, it is clear that the advancement of an ‘Afro-
centric model’ of leadership development, and worse still, an uncritical 
adaptation of ubuntu as a cure-all for Africa’s leadership crisis, appears to 
be a not readily practicable option. I propose what may be considered a 
more practical and readily applicable solution; one which I term the inter-
nationalization of leadership development. This suggestion is unapologeti-
cally premised on the concept of hybridization. I propose a management 
learning approach in which current mainstream theories are examined 
and understood in the light of the prevailing environment and subse-
quently contextualized via creative adaptation. Although Mbigi and 
Maree (2005) have suggested aligning the social experiences and inno-
vation of the African peoples with successful management techniques 
from the East and West, they argue that this should merely serve to 
‘attain comparative parity’ with the rest of the world, while ubuntu and 
the concept of indigenous collective solidarity should remain the cen-
tral focus of practice. However, with respect to leadership development, 
I advance the option of internationalization wherein existing leader-
ship theories – as they are presently taught in contemporary Business 
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Schools – are merged with everyday scenario-based learning, in order to 
evolve more contextually relevant and effectual leadership development 
programmes. Pursuing this approach, existing leadership theory would 
be examined, understood and critically adapted in the context of the 
intended user’s everyday work experience. I argue that this is a missing 
component from the design of contemporary management learning 
interventions, that is, not only contextualizing ‘knowledges’ but more 
specifically, addressing the practical question of ‘how I can apply it here 
and now’. As Ladkin et al. (2009) have noted, leadership, as it is taught 
and learnt, must indeed be relevant to the intended user.

Therefore, I propose that well beyond the option of merely employing 
indigenous knowledge as the entire basis for Leadership Development 
interventions, particular attention could, for instance, be paid to devel-
oping and articulating operational stories from the daily work, social and 
interactional life of modern organizations within the African continent. 
I believe that this would not only provide the basis for proper contextu-
alization and, as such, internationalization of leadership development, 
but would also allow for creative adaptation and practicable application 
of current theory and practice. This is because a core preoccupation of 
the proposed approach would be to critically examine, understand and 
creatively appropriate existing leadership knowledge within the social, 
ideological and practical frameworks of the current contextual reality. 
I contend that such an approach is far more practical because it would 
help to respectfully accommodate and experientially navigate the con-
textual complexities of the African organizational terrain in relation 
to the rest of the world, and not merely reflect traditional indigenous 
knowledge.

To this end, I propose the development of clearly articulated contex-
tual case studies which would not only serve operationally to ground 
knowledge and make experiential learning possible, but would also 
quickly begin to address the current dearth in leadership and manage-
ment literature on the African continent. Interestingly, this approach is 
quite easily premised on a most effective, time-tested and proven instru-
ment of cultural preservation in Africa – the ancient traditional art of 
storytelling, which is not necessarily an element of ubuntu. This practice 
is indigenous to many parts of Africa, and indeed, one can still easily 
recall childhood memories of ‘tales by moonlight’ and the powerful 
images that these imprinted on one’s young mind. It is firmly believed 
that the pedagogical treasures within this one tool can be effectively 
harnessed with a view to enhancing leadership development learning 
on the Continent.
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Practically speaking, this means that deliberate action must now 
be taken to actively observe and record flexible adaptations of exist-
ing leadership theory, even as particular attention is paid to experi-
ential knowing, emphasizing creative experimentation and centralizing 
scenario-based learning.

For instance, a practical approach to this may seek to ground existing 
leadership theory within learning frameworks of localized experience. 
Perhaps, a possible way to achieve this would be to design learning pro-
grammes that specifically allow for the critical examination of current 
leadership literature through the lens of ‘lived’ contextual experiences. 
That is, understanding, appropriating and even deconstructing exist-
ing leadership theory, in the light of stories, which themselves have been 
sufficiently articulated and suitably presented in the form of contextual 
experiential case studies. I believe that this would not only help merge 
mainstream theory with contextual practice, but it would also allow for 
constructive learning in the short term, as well as evolve strong concep-
tual frameworks for theoretical advancement.

It may be encouraging to note that a strand of such hybridization has 
already begun to find expression in practice. For instance, the Graduate 
Business School at the University of Cape Town, South Africa has had 
to redesign its Graduate Business programme in the post-apartheid era. 
In this instance, traditional MBA teaching approaches have been re-
evaluated in order to become more relevant to programme participants 
who must operate the management principles they learn in the context 
of the present era. As April and April (2007) write, ‘the GSB decided 
to pioneer a new model of a business school in Africa, one that was 
both international in orientation and suited to countries where there 
are simultaneous imperatives of socio-political transformation, interna-
tional competitiveness, and economic development’ (p. 216).

My hope is that such interventions will not only find practical expres-
sion in the design of future leadership development initiatives, but will 
also begin to promote a whole new understanding, not to mention a 
very conscious practice, of Worldly Leadership Development.
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5
Using the Worldly Leadership Lens 
to Approach the Task of Developing 
Women Leaders
Susan R. Madsen

Introduction

The rapid expansion of globalization in all types of businesses and 
organizations has forced researchers and practitioners to consider new 
paradigms of leadership (Robinson & Harvey, 2008). In fact, Muczyk 
and Holt (2008) reported that 85 per cent of Fortune 500 executives say 
that their firms do not currently have enough competent individuals 
to lead effectively in the present global environment. Many authors 
(e.g. Livers, 2007) agree that leading globally requires a fundamental 
shift in terms of thinking and behaving, but to date most researchers 
and practitioners have focused only on understanding and developing 
clearly defined skill sets or competency-based frameworks on which to 
base their leadership development strategies, programmes and initia-
tives (Byrne & Rees, 2006; Kowske & Anthony, 2007; Noel & Dotlich, 
2008; Tubbs & Schulz, 2006). A compelling question arises: Will present 
strategies be enough to develop new leaders with the knowledge, skills 
and abilities needed for this dynamic, complex and challenging envi-
ronment?

As leadership researchers and practitioners, we can consider devel-
opment from a variety of perspectives. For example, we can focus our 
work on individuals in our own cultures to help them become effec-
tive in leading global organizations. The question just posed is critical 
to consider from this perspective because the discussion shifts to the 
backgrounds and experiences of the individuals being trained and the 
changes that need to occur in their thinking and behaviour so that they 
can become effective leaders in the global economy.

S. Turnbull et al. (eds.), Worldly Leadership
© Palgrave Macmillan, a division of Macmillan Publishers Limited 2012 
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Another important task is developing and implementing leadership 
programmes for citizens of other countries, those who will continue 
to live, work and lead in their nations and cultures. In this situation, I 
purport that the fundamental shift in thinking and behaving needs to 
begin with our perspective or ‘lens’. If leadership programmes and ini-
tiatives are not designed using the most appropriate and effective lens, 
long-term success of programme participants will be limited. One of the 
most intriguing areas of current leadership inquiry revolves around the 
development of female leaders in countries where women have been 
oppressed for centuries. Hence, it is of critical import to discover the 
most effective lens to use in developing women leaders who are nation-
als of countries that have emerging and changing perspectives of the 
role of women in business and government.

Developing women leaders is a highly complex phenomenon in most 
countries. Consideration must be given to culture, tradition, religion, 
values, backgrounds, education, work – family issues, self-concept, gen-
der barriers, expectations, previous opportunities and perceived future 
opportunities; otherwise, the effectiveness of structured development 
programmes will not meet their potential. I would argue that there 
are many more layers or worlds to understand in developing women 
leaders in global settings, and that unless we understand the layers of 
complexity within cultures, traditions, and perspectives – and a wom-
an’s ‘world’ is much different from a man’s ‘world’ in any culture – we 
cannot be effective in designing and implementing relevant leadership 
development programmes. For example, I am currently doing research 
on women in the United Arab Emirates (UAE). Although there are at 
present few Emirati women leaders, women are now receiving educa-
tion and are being encouraged by many to join the workforce (Al Abed 
et al., 2007; Khaleej Times, 2007). There also seems to be an emerging 
openness towards the involvement of UAE women in management and 
leadership roles; consequently, there is an increasing need for leader-
ship programmes that will assist in the development of Emirati women 
who want to become influential in their communities, governments 
and businesses. The complexities listed previously must be explored 
before leadership programmes are developed and implemented.

I am also researching on women in China and have worked with 
women leaders from Russia. I know there is a need for a guiding approach 
in preparing for and designing leadership programmes for women in 
these countries. I argue that, for these and other such opportunities, 
the ‘global leadership’ perspective is limiting, and instead Mintzberg’s 
(2004) concept of ‘worldly leadership’ is more effective. Therefore, the 
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purpose of this chapter is to investigate the utility of using the worldly 
leadership lens to approach the task of developing women leaders, par-
ticularly in non-Western cultures. This chapter explores (1) the concepts 
of wholeness to worldly perspectives, (2) the need for a change of lens, 
(3) examples of studies that provide insight for a more ‘worldly’ lens 
within specific cultures, (4) a supporting theory that provides a frame-
work for acquiring a worldly leadership lens and (5) theory to practice.

Wholeness to worldly perspectives

Amidst the plethora of writings on leadership, there is a ‘call’ for look-
ing at leadership development in a more holistic manner (Bennis, 1989; 
Madsen, 2008a, 2008b; Mintzberg, 2004). Palmer (2004) argued for the 
importance of discovering one’s own ‘hidden wholeness’ as a ‘journey 
toward an undivided life’ or, as Bennis termed, towards becoming an 
‘integrated human being’ (p. 4). Bennis said that the process of becom-
ing an integrated human being (i.e. finding wholeness) is much the 
same process as becoming a leader. Systems theory can also be used to 
explore wholeness because it helps us understand the interconnected-
ness of each component within an organization. Systems theory can 
also illuminate the complexity of developing people both internally 
(our emotional, intellectual, physical and social facets) and externally 
(our relationships, contexts and behaviours). Although the whole is 
more powerful than the sum of its parts, an understanding of the func-
tion and connectedness of the parts can lend to a more holistic look at 
what Dewey (1944) called the ‘whole person’. John Dewey argued that 
individuals need to be understood from various perspectives, which 
include knowledge, intellect, emotion, endeavour, capacity and inter-
ests. Further, Dewey (1962, p. 152) explained that learning and develop-
ment need to be approached with awareness of the complexities of ‘the 
interaction of man, with his memories and hopes, understanding and 
desire’. Approaching the development of women leaders in the framework 
discussed in the introduction lends itself to this holistic approach. The 
question then becomes, which lens is most useful – global or worldly – 
in developing women leaders through a holistic approach?

The global lens, as Mintzberg (2004) outlined, views individuals, situ-
ations, opportunities and challenges from a distance, and encourages 
homogenization of behaviour. Hence, if one looks at the development 
of people in various cultures, from this perspective, checklists of generic 
competencies needed for global leadership can be used as an outline for 
one’s development plan. But how effective can this be for individuals 
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and cultures that have layers of complexity? Many with this perspective 
tend to approach development with individuals in various countries in 
the same way and with the same set of predetermined competencies. 
Leaders who use this lens are ‘conditioned by Western- and US-centric 
leadership theories and methodologies’ (The Leadership Trust, 2009, 
p. 1), and this thinking is ‘driven through our global business schools 
and business cultures, often to the exclusion of non-Western traditions 
and cultures’ that offer valuable insights and wisdom. This lens nei-
ther provides the flexibility and leadership wisdom that ‘lies hidden in 
ancient, indigenous societies and cultures’ nor the encouragement to 
explore in-depth backgrounds and experiences of specific populations 
from which the potential programme participants emerge.

In his writings, Mintzberg (2004) argued that we should consider the 
worldly mindset to develop leaders and managers. The word ‘worldly’ 
in the context of leadership development can be defined in a variety of 
ways (Dictionary.com, 2009; The Free Dictionary, 2009). It can be used 
to describe one who is experienced, practical and sophisticated, or as 
one who ‘knows’ and is connected with or directed towards the affairs 
and interests of the world. ‘Worldly’ can describe someone who pos-
sesses a practical understanding of human affairs and is knowledgeable 
about and experienced in human society and life. Mintzberg explained 
that our globe is actually made up of all kinds of worlds – even worlds 
within worlds – and we need a worldly leadership lens to be truly suc-
cessful in working with people of other cultures. In fact, he argues that 
to truly understand our own world, we needed to understand other cul-
tures and worlds. I argue that Mintzberg’s worldly perspective is partic-
ularly useful in developing leadership in women from the non-Western 
cultures to which I referred.

What constitutes a worldly lens for those who develop women lead-
ers in various countries? Such a developer would reflectively design and 
implement leadership programmes based on her wealth of experience 
in understanding and applying knowledge in practical ways. She would 
have an in-depth understanding of human learning and behaviour in 
the cultures and circumstances for which she is developing programmes. 
Recent studies suggest a growing need for her to understand human 
development and adult development perspectives (Hoppe, 2007). She can 
use this lens only if she understands human society within the specific 
contexts of country, work and community. In addition, viewing worldly 
leadership through a comprehensive developmental lens also considers 
the various elements within an external environment: governmental 
relations, societal trends, economic challenges, legal climate, industry 
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dynamics, international development and technological advancements 
(Mintzberg, 2004; Porter & McKibbin, 1988). Finally, because there are 
layers of complexity within each society and culture, the experiences 
of women are typically quite different from those of their male coun-
terparts. Designing effective programmes for women in these countries 
requires a unique set of insights into specific gender dynamics and their 
interplay within each culture.

Need for a change of lens

Many leadership researchers and practitioners continue to use cluster 
models to guide their design of global leadership development. Bass 
(1990) summarized various models nearly two decades ago as a way, 
in part, for leadership developers to determine how to teach and train 
individuals within the United States and beyond. He argued that ‘some 
behaviour, attributes, causes, and effects are found everywhere in simi-
lar fashion’ but that ‘other elements tend to be concentrated in some 
cultures and countries rather than others’ (p. 761). The generalizations 
summarized in his seminal Handbook of Leadership continue to be help-
ful in many ways; however, most provide ‘global’ rather than ‘worldly’ 
insights. For example, Bass summarized the styles for leaders in vari-
ous regions and countries (autocratic versus democratic leadership, par-
ticipative and directive leadership, relations-oriented and task-oriented 
leadership, initiation versus consideration, laissez-faire leadership ver-
sus the motivation to manage and transformational and transactional 
leadership).

Interestingly, Kowske and Anthony (2007) present evidence that prac-
titioners and researchers can make serious mistakes when they classify 
expectations for leadership style and behaviour by geographical regions: 
‘Generalizing the interaction between leadership roles and culture by 
region may be, at best, insufficient, but at worst, may be harmful to 
at-work relationships and work practices’ (p. 39). They further note that 
differences exist between countries within the same region and that the 
‘definitional nature of leadership can change both between and within 
countries’ (p. 22).

Research (Ardichvili & Kuchinke, 2002; Kowske & Anthony, 2007) 
shows that many cultures do not share basic assumptions regarding 
what leaders may or may not do, what their status and influence levels 
are, what is expected of them and even what attributes are seen as lead-
ership characteristics. Hoppe (2004) warned that when leadership pro-
grammes and products based on one country’s set of leadership values 
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are used for people in other cultures, the results often yield confused 
participants, unreliable data and unsatisfactory outcomes. I would 
argue that even if slight to moderate changes are made to leader devel-
opment programmes for women based on global models (e.g. Hofstede’s 
Cultural Dimensions), results may still be disappointing, for not only 
do assumptions and expectations vary by region and country, they can 
also vary substantially from individual to individual within a partic-
ular country depending on their background experiences, individual 
upbringing, religion, community environment, social status, personal 
challenges and expected opportunities.

I do admit that generalizations based on existing cultural models can 
be helpful in providing some initial insights, but they cannot provide 
the depth of perspective needed for the worldly lens. Research provides 
some general criteria. For example, Malaysian culture disdains asser-
tive, confrontational behaviour, and therefore maintaining harmony is 
of utmost importance (Kennedy, 2002). Though somewhat useful, glo-
bal models and competency-based studies do not provide the best tools 
to probe deeply enough to view development through a worldly lens.

Examples

To develop leadership programmes for women in non-Western coun-
tries, the worldly lens requires a much more individualized and in-
depth analysis of the participants and the numerous complexities that 
embody and surround them: culture, traditions, religion, values, back-
grounds, education, work – family issues, self-concept, gender barriers, 
expectations, previous opportunities, perceived future opportunities. 
The literature related to gender issues provides examples of frameworks 
that can be useful in the analysis or needs assessment stage, which takes 
place before the programme is designed. For example, Ruderman (2004) 
argues that it is important to understand the context in which women 
leaders operate to discover what leadership development strategies might 
best serve them. She stated that to understand how to develop high-
achieving women leaders, it is critical to consider the forces that shape 
their careers. Although these forces may differ for women in different 
countries, cultures and social classes, Ruderman’s five themes reveal 
the factors that may influence the development of women leaders and 
‘capture the issues faced by high-achieving women as they approach 
their careers and their lives’ (p. 275). She suggested that understanding 
these themes can help determine the ‘suitability of the typical tech-
niques organizations used to develop women leaders’ (p. 275). These 
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themes include (1) authenticity: the ‘degree to which daily actions and 
behaviours are in concert with deeply held values and beliefs’ (p. 275); 
(2) connection: ‘need to be close to other human beings – family, friends, 
community, and co-workers’ (p. 276); (3) agency: desire to control one’s 
own destiny; (4) wholeness: desire to ‘feel complete and integrated as 
a full human being’ (p. 276); and (5) self-clarity: ‘need to understand 
themselves within the context of the world in which they operate’ (p. 
277). Understanding these themes within specific cultures would pro-
vide insightful information that would help one develop a more worldly 
lens from which to facilitate the development of leadership.

The distinction between worldly and global lenses appears in studies 
that detail the unique situations of women within specific nations. For 
example, Gvozdeva and Gerchikov (2002) studied women in Russia and 
found that women regard power and influence negatively, and, in fact, 
more than half of those surveyed saw no opportunity for advancement. 
Their motives for management and leadership included self-realization 
instead of profit; interesting, meaningful work instead of independent 
decision making; money instead of the desire to lead; and concern for 
associates rather than career. They are also motivated by professional 
growth and self-assertion. The researchers note that Russian women 
managers typically employ moral and psychological persuasion rather 
than administrative measures when dealing with a subordinate who 
needs to be disciplined. Women managers, researchers discovered, are 
better at resolving conflict than are Russian men, and women tend to 
pinpoint the basis of conflict and want to remedy the causes to help 
eliminate future conflicts. The surveyed Russian women clearly had the 
following:

(1) high intelligence; (2) the ability to achieve set goals; (3) a will-
ingness to assume responsibility; (4) the ability to act in the role of 
wise advisor and counsellor; (5) a sense of confidence in the web of 
organizational relations and events; and (6) a friendly, courteous, 
but decisive way of dealing with people. (Gvozdeva & Gerchikov, 
2002, p. 66)

Another Russian study (Chirikova & Krichevskaia, 2002) found that 
women entrepreneurs are more ‘oriented toward controlling their 
own time, often at the expense of greater profit, and their attempt to 
find a happy balance between work and home limits the expansion 
of the enterprise’ (p. 39). This and other Russian research studies (see 
Zaslavskaia, 2007) reveal some of the layers needed for a worldly lens.
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Worldly leadership supporting theory

Throughout the past few years, I have conducted three studies in the 
UAE with female Emirati college students and successful female leaders 
in business and government. Through this journey I have acquired a 
worldly lens for UAE culture that has already proven invaluable, giv-
ing me critical information and insights to begin developing leadership 
programmes for UAE women nationals. I developed this lens prima-
rily through using the transformational learning theory to guide my 
work, and I discovered that this theory can provide a particularly use-
ful framework for exploring how to design effective leadership pro-
grammes. The theory can help practitioners and researchers develop a 
worldly lens. In fact, it may be an ideal theory to anchor the movement 
from a global to a worldly lens, especially regarding the development of 
women managers and leaders. To understand ‘worlds within worlds’, we 
must understand the complexity of development so we can design lead-
ership programmes for women in specific cultures. Effective leadership 
development requires change, and I propose that worldly vision occurs 
through transformative learning. In 1978, Jack Mezirow introduced 
transformational learning theory (transformative theory) and the asso-
ciated perspective, transformation construct. Mezirow (1990) defined 
learning as ‘the process of making a new or revised interpretation of the 
meaning of an experience, which guides subsequent understanding, 
appreciation, and action’ (p. 1). Merriam and Caffarella (1995) stated 
that ‘transformational learning theory is about change – dramatic, fun-
damental change in the way we see ourselves and the world in which 
we live’ (p. 318). Clark (1993) stated that ‘Transformational learning 
shapes people; they are different afterward, in ways both they and oth-
ers can recognize’ (p. 47). Transformational learning is anchored in life 
experience. Mezirow’s theory is about how adults make meaning from 
and interpret their experiences. According to Taylor (1993),

Transformative learning attempts to explain how an individual’s 
expectations, framed within cultural assumptions and presuppo-
sitions – meaning perspectives, directly influence the meaning an 
individual derives from his or her experiences ... When an individual 
has an experience that cannot be assimilated into his or her meaning 
perspective, the experience is rejected or the perspective changes to 
accommodate the new experience. It is the revision and change of 
these meaning perspectives that is explained by the theory of per-
spective transformation. (pp. 7–8)
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Transformational learning focuses on three core components (Merriam 
& Caffarella, 1995; Mezirow, 1991):

Mental Construction of Experience1. : Engaging with each life experience 
to make meaning provides opportunities for changes in perspective 
and behaviour.
Critical Reflection2. : ‘Effective learning does not follow from a positive 
experience but from effective reflection’ (Criticos, 1993, p. 162). To 
reflect critically, individuals must not only think about their experi-
ences, but they must also examine the underlying beliefs and assump-
tions that influence how they make sense of their experiences.
Development/Action3. : Individuals must explore options for forming 
new roles, relationships, or actions. To truly transform, they need 
to try out their new knowledge, skills, or roles and then build new 
competence and self-confidence.

For an individual to ‘transform’ through a learning experience, she 
needs to have opportunities to fully engage in all three core compo-
nents throughout the process. Development is about improving and 
changing oneself in some way, and leadership development is anchored 
in this change. Reflection is the central component in transformative 
learning. Mintzberg (2004, p. 307) stated that ‘worldliness puts analysis 
and reflection into context’. Reflection is at the heart of transforma-
tional learning, and it lies at the heart of the worldly leadership lens 
(Mintzberg, 2004). Thus, I propose a model that aligns the worldly 
leadership concept with analysis and reflection to bring context to the 
worldly lens.

Mezirow (1991) first applied the ‘perspective transformation’ con-
struct to adult learning, arguing that perspective transformation shows 
how learning can lead to change. He defined perspective transforma-
tion as

The process of becoming critically aware of how and why our assump-
tions have come to constrain the way we perceive, understand, and 
feel about our world; changing these structures of habitual expec-
tation to make possible a more inclusive, discriminating, and inte-
grative perspective; and finally, making choices or otherwise acting 
upon these new understandings. (p. 167)

Mezirow articulates ten phases of the perspective transformation proc-
ess, which he acknowledges need not occur in the sequence he outlined 
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(see Merriam & Caffarella, 1995; Mezirow, 1991). First, the transforma-
tion is initiated by a disorienting dilemma (a life event or experience – 
often a crisis) that cannot be resolved through problem-solving skills or 
strategies one has used in the past. Second, the individual engages in 
some type of self-examination process, which (third) leads to a critical 
assessment of his or her assumptions. Fourth, exploring one’s assump-
tions leads to a recognition that others have experienced similar discon-
tentment, transformation and change. Fifth, the individual explores 
options for change (forming new roles, relationships and actions) 
and (sixth) formulates a plan of action. Seventh, the plan or strategy 
includes the acquisition of applicable knowledge and skills needed for 
implementation. Eighth, individuals need to manifest these new roles 
and/or behaviours and (ninth) build competence and self-confidence 
in the resulting new roles or relationships. Finally (tenth), the individ-
ual needs to integrate these changes into his or her life (Merriam & 
Caffarella, 1995).

Transformational learning theory has been used as a theoretical 
framework for a variety of studies in a multitude of unique learning 
environments from dying patients to healthy graduate students or 
working professionals (see King, 2003; Taylor, 2007; Young et al., 2006). 
To date, no research has been published on Mezirow’s theory provid-
ing a basis for research in learning environments within most non-
Western countries and particularly to research related to women and 
leadership development; however, it does provide an intriguing outline 
for researching and learning details that can help us develop a more 
worldly lens for distinct populations, particularly emerging women 
leaders.

Theory to practice

The three core components can help us carefully craft our own experi-
ences towards strategically transforming our thinking and behaviours 
from the global to worldly lens. First, we must engage with each poten-
tial learning experience related to the culture and country in which we 
would like to work. No detail is too small to learn. We need to make 
meaning from what we see, hear and read so we can change our own per-
spectives and behaviours. Second, we must learn to reflect more deeply 
and critically about our own beliefs and assumptions and ponder their 
influences on how we are making sense of others’ experiences. Finally, 
we need to explore our own options for forming new roles, relationships 
and actions. Developing our worldly lens is a transformation we must 
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undertake. We too must try out our new roles, skills and knowledge to 
build confidence in studying and practising leadership in new settings.

The perspective transformation process also provides an interest-
ing framework for leadership researchers and practitioners towards the 
development of a worldly leadership lens. Although Mezirow’s ten-phase 
process was not designed to provide a framework for the acquisition of 
a comprehensive worldly leadership lens, it provides a loose structure 
for facilitating leadership. Through research studies, interviews and 
observations, one can develop a worldly lens specific to a culture and 
understand in more depth the women leaders one will be assisting. In 
the following section, I will highlight each phase and provide insights 
into how each can guide us to collect information that will strengthen 
our worldly lens so we can facilitate effective leadership growth.

Disorienting dilemma:1.  Figure out what the critical life events or cri-
ses women in a culture may experience. Discover trigger events that 
tend to facilitate and initiate the desire for change within potential 
women leaders. The situations are new to these women, who initially 
are not sure how to resolve them. Disorienting dilemmas are the 
catalysts that force these women to develop new skills and/or strate-
gies that will help them in overcoming a crisis and move forward in 
strengthening themselves and developing new skills.
Self-examination:2.  Discover how women within a particular culture 
analyse and examine themselves. In some cultures women are very 
hard on themselves, and negative feedback from others is devastat-
ing. It is important to find out whether the women are taught to 
examine their own thoughts, behaviours and actions. If they are not, 
then self-examination skills should be added to the curriculum of 
leadership development programmes. Some cultures have reflection 
at their core, while others do not teach this naturally – particularly 
to the upcoming generation of leaders. It is critical to learn about 
women’s habits, behaviours and understanding of the need to reflect 
on their own experiences. The phase aligns well with the first of 
Ruderman’s (2004) themes, authenticity, and it considers the degree 
to which actions and behaviours parallel deeply held beliefs and val-
ues. Self-examination is the first step in this personal assessment.
Critical assessment of assumptions:3.  Reflection is crucial in this phase. 
We need to understand when and how women typically assess per-
sonal assumptions within their culture. In some cultures women are 
taught not to challenge their assumptions – values, habits and long-
held opinions. Leadership development requires change; discover 
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appropriate, culture-specific ways to challenge women to analyse their 
assumptions. This phase also parallels Ruderman’s (2004) authenticity 
theme in analysing the assumptions that lie at the heart of beliefs and 
values and their influence on personal behaviour.
Recognition of others:4.  Discovering how and what women see in others 
can help one design effective leadership programmes. In most cultures 
women find solace in hearing others’ experiences; they want to know 
they are not alone in their struggles and challenges, and researching 
stories of other women’s successes within a particular culture may pro-
vide helpful material in designing programme sessions. Also, provid-
ing ample time for women to share experiences and transformational 
moments is generally helpful. Women in all cultures like connecting 
with others; most have a need to be close to family, friends, commu-
nity and co-workers (see Ruderman, 2004, theme two).
Change options:5.  Explore the options for change that women believe 
they have had or will have. Understand the options women have 
had for leadership roles and recognize the traditional and emerging 
cultural assumptions for women in management and leadership in 
each culture. Explore how new roles are formed and recognize gen-
eral resistance to change. To develop leadership, women will need 
to form new roles and relationships. Understanding the history and 
perceptions of change within a culture can help provide a general 
outline for change strategies within a leadership programme.
Plan of action:6.  To implement change, there must be a plan of action. 
Women in different countries and cultures view structured plans 
of action in varying ways. If structured plans are uncommon in a 
particular culture, then foundational materials should be developed 
with strategies for change. However, in other cultures women desire 
strict accountability for plans of action. We must customize culture-
specific development programmes to incorporate strategies that will 
be effective. Ruderman’s (2004) third theme, agency, relates to this 
phase: we must understand women’s perspectives towards their abil-
ity and desire to control their own destinies. For example, curricu-
lum for women who do not believe they can control their destinies 
will vary greatly from programmes designed for women who believe 
they have control of their destiny.
Acquiring the knowledge and skills to implement the plan:7.  Explore how 
women have acquired knowledge and skills within their cultures to 
design experiences for the acquisition of new skills. Identify poten-
tial role models. The more information one has into women’s past 
experiences within a particular culture, the more one can provide 



80 Susan R. Madsen

valuable insights into the design of developmental curriculum. 
Understanding how women transform leads to understanding how 
they learn and develop.
Trying out these new roles and/or behaviours:8.  A comprehensive long-
term leadership programme must shift women from learning about 
something to actually implementing new roles and behaviours. If a 
programme does not require implementation, it is unlikely to result 
in long-term change for its participants. Developing a comprehen-
sive worldly leadership lens from which to design effective leadership 
programmes requires an in-depth understanding of how women can 
safely try out roles and behaviours within training, workplace and 
community settings. This information will not only provide helpful 
examples, scenarios and cases for discussion within the programme, 
but it will also provide a foundation for conversations with women 
participants regarding how they can manifest change in their lives.
Building competence and self-confidence in new roles or relationships:9.  
Women need to have time to try out new roles long enough to 
build competence and self-confidence. Conducting culture-specific 
research on women’s past experiences can provide beneficial insights 
in understanding programme design for future leadership develop-
ment efforts. Ruderman’s (2004) wholeness theme aligns with phases 
eight and nine of the perspective transformative process. Women 
have a desire to feel complete and integrated as people, and this 
requires taking new knowledge and applying it. To be ‘whole’, one 
must align one’s thoughts, words, actions and behaviours.

10. Integrating changes into his or her life: The final theme in Ruderman’s 
(2004) work is self-clarity. Women in all cultures have a need to under-
stand themselves in their myriad functional contexts and ‘worlds’. 
Understanding how women navigate their cultures can be helpful. By 
integrating changes fully within their workplaces, homes, families and 
communities, women may create permanent changes – particularly if 
the changes are supported by others in their environment. In any cul-
ture, women can find self-clarity, but new experiences provide oppor-
tunities for new self-discovery, which fosters an ongoing process of 
change as long as women have a continued desire for growth, learning 
and improvement. Leadership practitioners should understand how 
women need support to generate long-term change. Implementing 
these findings within a leadership programme is important.

Highlighting each of the ten phases provides a guide to use in exploring 
cultures to glean critical information that can help one design effective 
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and comprehensive leadership programmes. I argue that transforma-
tional learning theory can provide an important foundation for the 
worldly leadership lens, and that through this lens we can approach the 
task of developing women leaders more effectively. In fact, I have found 
through my experiences that researching and discovering the ‘lived 
experiences’ of women’s upbringings and adulthood environments 
(e.g. culture, expectations, traditions, challenges, opportunities) before 
designing leadership development initiatives can lead to life-changing 
experiences for programme participants. This is clearly an example of 
using a worldly instead of a global lens. These phases and themes can 
help us understand how to shift our own lens so that we can under-
stand the layers and ‘worlds within worlds’ needed for the leadership 
programmes we should be developing for women living in any country, 
but particularly in regions where the oppression of women has been 
commonplace or is culturally sanctioned. The ten phases can also be 
helpful in and of themselves as a flexible guide to the actual design of 
a leadership programme, just as each phase is important in develop-
ing and transforming any person. A thorough, long-term, comprehen-
sive programme should ensure that all phases are integrated into the 
curriculum.

Conclusion

At the beginning of this chapter I asked the following question: Will 
the global lens be enough to develop new leaders with the knowledge, 
skills and abilities needed for this dynamic, complex and challenging 
environment? The answer is ‘No’. The rate at which globalization has 
occurred in all types of organizations has forced researchers and prac-
titioners into considering new paradigms of leadership – and it should 
force us into manifesting new paradigms of leadership development. 
The Center for Creative Leadership (Hernez-Broome & Hughes, 2004) 
agreed, highlighting trends that will have a major role in future under-
standing and practice of leadership development. New ways of think-
ing about the nature of leadership and leadership development typify 
one such trend. Leading in various cultures across the globe requires a 
fundamental shift in terms of our thinking and behaving, which will 
influence the design and development of future leadership programmes 
and initiatives. With these shifts, the new paradigm will be more dif-
ficult to design and implement, and the next steps in development will 
require a deeper understanding of complex elements, including the cul-
ture of leadership development.
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To address this challenge, there are emerging new perspectives – such 
as the worldly leadership lens – that may profoundly affect our thinking 
on developing future leaders. The worldly lens, through the frameworks 
I have introduced, can meet the leadership challenges of the future in 
varying cultures around the world.

Leadership development opportunities are needed for individuals and 
organizations around the world. These should not be limited to busi-
nesses; leaders are needed in all sectors and settings – business, gov-
ernment, non-profit, education, homes, communities and churches. 
Worldly leadership development should not just be focused on those 
who are already in middle to upper management. Providing opportuni-
ties for many girls, young women and mature women in various settings 
within non-Western cultures can eventually change countries for the 
common good. The shift in perspectives must begin with us. When we 
use the worldly lens to approach the task of developing women leaders, 
we can provide experiences that will give women around the world a 
better chance of making the critical differences that are needed by all.
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6
Worldly Leadership and Concepts 
of Community
Gareth Edwards

Introduction

This chapter is an exploration of the concepts of community as related to 
the worldly leadership perspective. It is based on a reading of Delanty’s 
major review of the literature on community (Delanty, 2003) and there-
fore represents an initial exploration with some tentative suggestions for 
further research (all references to Delanty in this chapter are to that of 
his work Community in 2003). The chapter explores community as a basis 
for theorizing and researching the worldly leadership perspective. The 
suggestion being that if the worldly leadership perspective is about gain-
ing insight regarding leadership practices in indigenous cultures, then 
the concept of community could help to uncover important elements 
of what leadership means to these indigenous cultures through how 
they present themselves as a community. The indigenous cultures to be 
investigated represent the development and maintenance of community; 
indeed, the very essence of community or the loss of community appears 
to provide an underlying rationale for the shift towards worldliness as 
a lens by which to investigate leadership. It appears that the loss of a 
sense of community in postmodern times (Delanty, 2003; Pawley, 1973) 
could be a contributory factor in the rise of the Westernization of popu-
lar thinking and theory with regards to leadership (Turnbull, 2009) and 
hence, the turn of focus towards a worldliness perspective. This chapter 
extends the debate towards developing tentative research criteria in rela-
tion to the study of leadership from this worldliness perspective.

Leadership from a worldliness perspective

As highlighted in previous chapters, the concept of worldly leadership 
challenges current thinking on global leadership and enables further 

S. Turnbull et al. (eds.), Worldly Leadership
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conceptualizations of leadership to emerge based on understanding 
deep-rooted, indigenous perspectives from around the world (Turnbull, 
2009). The concept has been developed from the literature concerning 
the ‘Worldly Mindset’ and ‘Worldliness’ (Mintzberg, 2004; Mintzberg 
& Gosling, 2003). ‘Worldliness’ according to Mintzberg (2004) is quite 
different from the idea of globalization, in that it involves taking a 
closer, as opposed to a distant, look at the world. Turnbull (2009) sug-
gests an alternative view to ‘global leadership’ is needed owing to four 
limitations: (1) global leadership is often shorthand for the application 
of Western management practices in non-Western contexts, (2) defin-
ing a set of universal traits for leadership is impossible, (3) leadership is 
contextually driven and (4) leadership can be seen as a dynamic social 
process (Turnbull, 2009, p. 91). The worldly leadership concept addresses 
these shortcomings and has been defined as ‘seeing all kinds of dif-
ferent worlds (often worlds within worlds) from close up and taking 
action ... aiming for unity and collaboration ... through a shared human-
ity’. Above all it can be seen as being about ‘shared power, dispersed and 
flexible networks, stewardship, integrity, responsibility for good, and 
an emphasis on a sustainable world’ (2009, p. 91). The push for inves-
tigating leadership through the worldliness lens appears warranted on 
these grounds. However, from Turnbull’s comment above it appears to 
be shifting towards the very concept it is challenging since, rather like 
‘global leadership’, it seems in abstract to be concerned with developing 
lists of desirable outcomes or characteristics. By taking community as 
a core concept, additional contextual nuances may be developed to the 
findings already uncovered in this area.

The central tenet of this chapter is that the definition ‘seeing all kinds 
of different worlds (often worlds within worlds)’ is a crucial element for 
the worldly leadership concept and the contribution the concept makes 
to the general leadership literature. For this contribution to be devel-
oped fully a good understanding of ‘community’ is needed, as explor-
ing the notion of ‘community’ may be one way of accessing the ‘world 
within a world’. Indeed Mintzberg talks of the futility of discussing lead-
ership without ‘community-ship’, especially on an international scale 
(Turnbull & Ghosh, 2009). This chapter, therefore, unravels the ideas 
behind ‘community’ to inform the growing development of a research 
stream concerning the idea of ‘worldly leadership’. If the worldly lead-
ership concept concerns understanding deep-rooted philosophies of 
leadership from indigenous cultures for the development of leadership 
theory, then an idea of how these philosophies are developed and how 
they are bounded by a sense of community is needed.



Worldly Leadership and Concepts of Community 87

In addition this chapter suggests that by taking community as a core 
concept the view of ‘worldly leadership’ can develop a broader theme 
of investigating leadership within indigenous cultures. It appears the 
worldly leadership research agenda is trying to develop concepts of lead-
ership that are pro-eastern, moving away from the Western-dominated 
literature, theory and research concerning leadership. This chapter con-
tends that while this is a useful push towards developing fresh and new 
ideas and conceptualizations regarding the phenomena of leadership, 
we must not lose sight of this approach and logic applying equally to 
Westernized indigenous communities and subcultures, for example, 
Celtic, Gaelic and Flemish cultures. The use of community as a basis for 
investigation and theorizing regarding worldly leadership concepts can 
therefore contribute to developing themes across broader geographical 
areas by providing a consistent framework of investigation.

Tensions in community and worldly leadership

Delanty (p. 14) describes a tension in understanding the concepts 
of community as – ‘... in the critical juncture of Greek and Christian 
thought two senses of community emerge which are fundamentally 
contradictory: community as local and therefore particular and, on the 
other side, community as ultimately universal. This conflict has never 
been resolved and has endured to the present day when we find two 
kinds of community in conflict: the cosmopolitan quest for belonging 
on a global level and the indigenous search for roots.’ This description 
relates to the idea of developing a worldly view of leadership, in fact 
this quote epitomizes the tension described in the leadership literature 
between universalistic or global ideas and the worldliness perspective. It 
appears that we are researching leadership from a worldliness perspec-
tive in response to an over-elaboration and concern for what Delanty 
describes as ‘community as ultimately universal’. The debate regarding 
community appears to parallel that of ‘worldly’ leadership. For example, 
the following quote, also from Delanty, invokes a familiar picture to that 
of the worldly leadership literature and yet he is concerned with an his-
torical account of the degradation of community. ‘The break of medieval 
guilds and corporations, the commercialisation of agriculture that came 
with the emergence of capitalism and the decline in the autonomy of 
the cities following the rise of the modern centralized state led to a dis-
enchantment with community’ (p. 15). Here we see the concept of com-
munity or the loss of ideas around community being part of the drive 
towards capitalism and, in turn, a drive towards universalistic, global 
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views on leadership, largely driven by Western thinking overshadow-
ing local wisdom and leading to the call for a worldliness perspective 
to be adopted. Investigating leadership through the lens of ‘worldliness’ 
therefore may be interpreted as the search for community, or indeed, 
rediscovering ‘community’.

Concepts of community

There appear to be four broad positions regarding community: (1) 
informed by communitarian philosophy, there is the community of 
urban localities and civic voluntarism, (2) informed by cultural sociol-
ogy and anthropology, there is a position of community as a search 
for belonging and identity, (3) informed by postmodern politics and 
radical democracy, community is seen as political consciousness and 
collective action and (4) based on technological advancement, commu-
nity is seen as being cosmopolitanized and represents new relations of 
proximity and distance (Delanty). This chapter will not review each of 
these positions in detail, but will identify core themes from these con-
cepts of community and relate them to the study of leadership and, in 
particular, the study of leadership through the worldliness lens.

A sense of belonging

What appears to be common among views on community is a sense of 
belonging (Delanty). This represents an important element in research-
ing worldly leadership. For example, one may need to ask the question: 
What makes you feel a sense of belonging in this community and why? 
This represents a solid foundation from which to identify key leader-
ship constructs in differing indigenous cultures and communities. As 
an example I have cited a description by Delanty from a classic study 
of modern urban communities, Tradition and Change: A Study of Banbury 
(Stacey, 1960) – ‘It is even doubtful whether there is a sense of com-
munity among all of those who were born and brought up in the town. 
For those who are still part of the traditional small-town society, who 
own, manage, or work in its traditionist shops and smaller factories, 
who provide the traditional services, who belong to the close-knit and 
long-standing groups in clubs and pubs and who accept the traditional 
standards, there is certainly some sense of loyalty to the town and its 
established institutions. Groups of immigrants who shared together the 
experiences of coming to the town and settling down there and espe-
cially those who live as neighbours have a sense of belonging to a group 
within the town and not the town itself’ (Stacey, 1960, p. 177, cited 
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in Delanty, pp. 40–1). Delanty also points to evidence from studies in 
other towns by Moore (1974, 1982) as illustrating this sense of belong-
ing that is not necessarily linked to a geographical location. There is 
an element here of not just seeking a township or geographical area for 
study with regards to leadership through the worldliness lens, instead 
the study of ‘belongingness’ appears to be key. Hence, the worldly lead-
ership project could be guided towards identifying indigenous cultures 
through a sense of belonging, that is by asking questions such as, What 
does belongingness mean in differing cultures? How do members of 
indigenous cultures identify with a sense of belonging? These questions 
appear to be important in identifying leadership from a worldliness per-
spective and in essence indicate the need to move away from identify-
ing culture through geography and move towards identifying culture 
through a sense of belonging.

Indeed a recent paper has described the role of leadership as con-
firming and maintaining a group member’s sense of belonging and a 
group’s identity – described as genius loci – an expression from Greek 
mythology (Neri, 2006). Genius loci can be described as a protective 
spirit of a place and Neri goes on to describe the genius loci of a group as 
having the function of domesticating objects and healing wounds in a 
community’s social fabric and syncretic sociality. An interesting thread 
therefore for the worldly leadership project could be to try and under-
stand how genius loci is represented in differing indigenous cultures and 
as part of further research could be linked to the cultural geographical 
literature on space and place and community (e.g. Low & Lawrence-
Zúñiga, 2003).

A sense of community (SOC)

Linked to a sense of belonging and largely found in the psychology 
literature is a further concept regarding community, that of having a 
‘sense of community’. A sense of community has been defined as an 
individual’s experience of community life (Hyde & Charvis, 2007) or 
the sense that one is part of a readily available mutually supportive 
network of relationship (Sarason, 1974). A model has also been posited 
that includes four dimensions (membership, influence, integration 
and fulfilment of needs and shared emotional connection) (McMillan 
& Charvis, 1986). Although empirical research regarding this model 
is mixed (see Mannarini & Fedi, 2009 for a review) it may be a useful 
framework to use when researching leadership through the worldliness 
perspective as it indicates possible categories for researchers to inves-
tigate. Further to this Mannarini and Fedi (2009) conclude that what 
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seems reasonable is to consider ‘sense of community’ as a shared narrative 
(Mankowski & Rappaport, 1995). This appears connected to more post-
modern interpretations of community discussed below. Furthermore, 
Mannarini and Fedi (2009, p. 218) suggest from their empirical research 
that ‘the concept of participation seems intertwined with the concept of 
community and ... being a community implies that members undertake 
action to better their lives and solve common problems’. An additional 
area that the worldly leadership project could take, therefore, is to study 
how differing cultures develop and talk about ‘a sense of community’ 
and what leadership means within this sense of community.

Individualism and community

The literature on new social movements (e.g. Lichterman, 1996) offers 
a different perspective on community. Notions of community based 
on communitarianism suggest that individualism is detrimental to a 
sense of community. Delanty, however, points out that research on new 
social movements reveals individualism to be a core element of build-
ing communities. Here self-fulfilment and individualized expression 
can be highly compatible with collective participation. Indeed, French 
et al. (2009) have recently deconstructed the meaning of ‘individual’ 
back to its original Latin and Greek meaning. From their paper we can 
see that the very meaning of the word engenders community in that it 
means ‘...  we cannot be ‘divided’ from those around us ... we are indeed 
individual: literally we cannot be separated or cut apart’ (p. 149). In 
relation to the worldliness perspective on leadership, it would be impor-
tant to understand what individualism means in differing cultures. 
Also linked to this literature on community is the idea that participa-
tion in community life can reinforce the quest for personal achieve-
ment (Lichterman, 1996). This links directly to the leadership literature 
that relates effective leadership to concepts such as self-development 
(Bennis, 1984, 1990; Day et al., 2009; Edwards et al., 2002; Goffe & 
Jones, 2000), self-awareness (Fletcher & Baldry, 2000), self-confidence 
and self-coping (Edwards et al., 2002). Indeed, one theorist (Melucci, 
1996), suggests that self-realization can be enhanced by collective 
action. Community can reinforce personalism, giving to an individual 
a stronger sense of identity (Delanty). This also links us back to the con-
cept of leadership as identity (Ford et al., 2008). Here, therefore, we see 
the need for researchers to identify what indigenous cultures view as 
self-development, self-improvement, self-realization, self-coping, self-
confidence and self-awareness.
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Community as communicative

In his text Delanty suggests that community can be viewed as commu-
nicative in the sense of being formed in collective action based on place; 
he goes on to assert that it is not merely an expression of an underlying 
cultural identity. Another critical issue arises therefore for the worldly 
leadership project, which appears to be guided by cultural identity as 
opposed to collective action based on place. How the project might 
develop this theme is again expressed by Delanty (p. 71), when he states 
that ‘Local communities [as opposed to political or cultural community] 
are important vehicles for the recovery and expression of moral recog-
nition and the building of personal identities ... This idea of commu-
nity is a constructivist one, whereby community is socially constructed 
by society as opposed to being identified simply with a locality’. This 
idea of community, therefore, has parallels with leadership not least in 
the idea that community drives moral recognition and personal iden-
tity, which could well have links to concepts such as ethical leadership 
(Mendonca & Kanungo, 2006) and leadership as identity (Ford et al., 
2008), respectively. Indeed, community has been defined as a moral 
order or moral force (Delanty, 2003; Durkheim, 1957). Therefore, an 
investigation of the morals and ethics that bind an indigenous culture 
and how identity is constructed is as important for the worldly leader-
ship project as for the wider leadership literature.

Indeed, some social theorists (Bauman, 2001; Habermas, 1984, 1987; 
Touraine, 1995, 1997) go further and have a marked distrust of the 
very idea of community (Delanty). Touraine’s (1995, 1997) critique is 
based on community being closely aligned with nationalism suggest-
ing that community and nationalism are close and that community 
may have been debased by nationalism (Delanty). Bauman’s (2001) cri-
tique is based on community being a nostalgic or utopian discourse. 
Habermas’ (1984, 1987) view is more ambiguous (Delanty), but actually 
holds a critical discussion in relation to the study of worldly leader-
ship. For example, Habermas suggests that social action is based on lan-
guage and that society is linguistically created. From Habermas’ (1984, 
1987) work developed the idea of ‘communication communities’, which 
means that social relations in modern society are organized around 
communication rather than by other media such as authority, status or 
ritual (Delanty). First, therefore, this emphasizes the importance of lan-
guage research in leadership and how this language can be colonized 
or anglo-ized through professional/business discourse (Jepson, 2009) 
and second, relates the current shift in the leadership literature away 



92 Gareth Edwards

from positional aspects of leadership towards more emergent frames 
of reference. This is epitomized by the current theme of ‘dispersed’ or 
‘distributed’ leadership (Gronn, 2002).

Community through symbolism

Influenced by the seminal books by Anderson (1983) and Cohen 
(1985) community as a concept has made a shift in recent years from 
being conceptualized as a social interaction concerned with meaning 
and identity towards community as a symbolic structure (Delanty). 
Although the worldly leadership concept could be indicating a shift 
back towards the understanding of community based on identity and 
meaning which reflects some of the already existing literature on lead-
ership (e.g. Ford, 2010; Smircich & Morgan, 1982), it is an important 
point for the project to take forward – the understanding of indigenous 
cultures through symbolism. The literature on community appears to 
be epitomized with a tension regarding community representing dif-
ferences (through symbolic meaning or being imagined) and commu-
nity representing what people have in common which derives from the 
more traditional social interaction viewpoint (Delanty).

Cohen (1985) sees community as a symbolic construction of bounda-
ries and that this can entail different interpretations as to the meaning 
of communitas. He defines community in terms of particular kinds of 
awareness groups have of themselves in relation to other groups. Here 
we see an important aspect for understanding leadership through the 
worldliness lens. First, it offers another piece of evidence to suggest the 
importance of using a methodology that highlights broad and aesthetic 
representations of leadership such as the ‘Leaderful Moment’ (Wood & 
Ladkin, 2008). The idea behind the leaderful moment is to take a snap-
shot of leadership in practice through photographs or film and then 
deconstruct what represents leadership in context. The use of this form 
of data collection will enable a more comprehensive understanding of 
leadership through symbolism and second, it suggests a level of investi-
gation that identifies indigenous cultures through what appears similar 
or different to other cultures or groups, identified by those within that 
cultural group. ‘How do you see yourself compared to other groups?’ 
appears to be a critical question to ask when conducting this form of 
research. What symbols are evident in communities will, therefore, be 
important in developing an understanding of leadership. It is recom-
mended, therefore, that researchers use the methodology of the ‘leader-
ful moment’ to capture symbolism in the ‘worlds with worlds’ that are 
being investigated.



Worldly Leadership and Concepts of Community 93

Community, friendship and betrayal

A further interpretation of the postmodern community is that of 
friendship. Delanty draws on the work of Pahl (2001) to describe how 
communities are moving away from family and kin relationships, and 
as Delanty points out the concept of ‘personal communities’ has been 
developed in response to friendship being viewed as a purely personal 
relationship between two people. It would appear, therefore, that it is 
important to investigate concepts of friendship as part of a worldliness 
investigation of leadership. Work is already being developed in look-
ing at friendship and leadership; French (2008), for example, initiates 
a discussion regarding linking the two concepts by drawing on the 
western tradition of friendship. This is also expanded to discuss the 
role of friendship and betrayal in organizations in a more general sense 
(French et al., 2009). In this paper French et al. describe how friend-
ship in particular and subsequently betrayal have been divorced from 
organizational research into a more private sphere and they are there-
fore ‘...  not reflected in the official discourse of organisations – nor of 
university departments of organisation studies or in management and 
leadership training’ (French et al., 2009, p. 149). The worldly leadership 
project, therefore, would be an ideal opportunity to develop an under-
standing of what friendship and betrayal mean in indigenous cultures 
and how this relates to leadership and subsequently how this relates 
back to organizations and management in an international sense.

Liminality

Liminality is described by Delanty (p. 44) as ‘... moments in and out 
of time ...’ and refers to the ‘between’ moments, such as carnivals, pil-
grimages, rites of passage or rituals in which normality is suspended. 
These events symbolize moments of symbolic renewal when a society 
or group asserts its collective identity. These shifts are described as 
structure and anti-structure. Turner (1969), for example, who developed 
the concept of liminality further from the earlier work of Van Gennep 
(1960), argues that community needs to be understood in opposition to 
structure. There appears to be an important discussion here, therefore, 
that relates to research in the worldliness and ‘worldly’ leadership vein. 
For example, if one researches events such as rites of passage and carni-
vals and holds them as symbols of culture, it must be recognized that 
they are outside normality for communities and may represent a differ-
ent picture as to leadership in a more routine process in communities. 
The learning point with regards to understanding leadership through 
the lens of worldliness may be not to understand various indigenous 
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cultures through their structures per se. Indeed, Delanty goes on to 
highlight other ‘in-between’ places that are beginning to have grow-
ing importance in people’s lives – the airport lounge, the commuting 
train or shopping centres. Delanty also highlights other kinds of com-
munities based on more explicit liminality, such as New Age Travellers, 
where communities are built on ‘places on the margin’. To the fullest 
extent, therefore, this concept would work up towards ‘virtual’ com-
munities (Bateman Driskell & Lyon, 2002; Castells, 2001; Jones, 1995; 
Rhiengold, 1993; Shields, 1996; Smith & Kollock, 1999), where commu-
nities are technologically mediated. To what extent can we view leader-
ship within these spaces? Would these be classed as taking a worldliness 
perspective? It certainly broadens the worldliness perspective outside 
the investigation of eastern cultures in response to westernization.

A more critical view of liminal spaces and liminality is provided by 
Sturdy et al. (2006). They researched business meals between senior 
mangers in an organization and some visiting consultants as liminal 
space. They conclude that liminal spaces could be highly structured 
and conservative spaces as well as being creative and unsettling. They 
argue that the business dinner opens up an important liminal space 
which is used in tactical ways to assess trustworthiness, explore and 
shape political dynamics, test out and sell issues and as a safety valve 
for pent up cynicism and frustration. They suggest, contrary to the 
above representation, that liminal space while transitory and betwixt 
and between, it is not isolated from either organizational or other social 
routines, norms and structures. This therefore suggests that identify-
ing, investigating and deconstructing liminal space in community and 
hence worldly leadership dynamics is an important area for further 
research. Important questions, therefore, include – how can we identify 
these areas of liminal space in indigenous cultures and how is it related 
to leadership?

The postmodern community

A critical point for the study of leadership from a worldliness perspec-
tive is the understanding of community in the postmodern society 
(Agamben, 1993; Blanchot, 1988; Corlett, 1989; Maffesoli, 1996; Nancy, 
1991) where group membership is more fluid and porous – an age of 
multiple belongings (Delanty). Drawing on the works of Urban (1996) 
and Nancy (1991), Delanty (p. 136) posits that ‘... community is “inop-
erative”; it can never be instrumentalized or institutionalized’. This cre-
ates some difficulty in identifying leadership through the worldliness 
lens. For example, if we identify leadership in an indigenous culture, 
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first, there must be recognition of other cultures to which they have 
been exposed, and second, the term ‘indigenous culture’ could be seen 
as instrumental. This therefore questions the use of indigenous cultures 
as a basis for investigating the worldliness perspective.

Researchers studying leadership in these indigenous cultures, there-
fore, should be sympathetic to the idea of multiple belongings, and an 
investigation into the level to which this impacts on an indigenous cul-
ture is paramount. This is an area described and discussed further in 
Chapter 11 of this book, on Seth organizations in Pakistan by Khakwani 
and Case. An important point for research in the ‘worldly’ leadership 
area, therefore, is that the very presence of a westernized researcher in 
an eastern culture may represent a new belonging within the culture 
which highlights the importance of using ethnographic or even auto-
ethnographic forms of data collection. There is already some work in 
this area of ethnographic research on leadership and leadership devel-
opment (e.g. Kempster, 2009; Kempster & Stewart, 2010), which would 
be a useful reference point for the worldly leadership project.

In addition, Delanty goes on to use the work of Lash (1994) to high-
light an important element of postmodern community which is that of 
‘reflexive composition’. Reflexive communities have three aspects: (1) 
one is not born or ‘thrown’ but, rather, throws oneself into them, (2) 
they may be widely stretched over abstract space and sometimes over 
time and (3) they consciously pose themselves the problem of their own 
creation, and are subject to constant re-invention. In addition, the tools 
and products tend not to be material but abstract and cultural (Lash, 
1994). This highlights the importance of heeding the need to be open-
minded and to cast a wide net when gathering information regarding 
leadership from a worldliness perspective, as suggested above. It also 
points to the importance of aesthetics in understanding leadership (e.g. 
Schroeder, 2008). Researching leadership from a worldliness perspec-
tive, therefore, should gather evidence of the aesthetics of leadership in 
differing settings. Relating to the aesthetic element elaborated above is 
the idea of ‘emotional communities’ (Maffesoli, 1996). It appears that 
these emotional communities are marked by an aesthetic sensibility 
rather than by symbolic codes (Delanty). Here we see the importance of 
understanding not just how the aesthetic is developed in the cultures 
in which leadership is being investigated but also how the aesthetic 
is understood and agreed upon within cultures, that is, what is com-
monly understood by cultural aesthetics by the inhabitants of the cul-
ture? This is an important question in understanding leadership within 
‘indigenous’ cultures and from a worldliness perspective in general.
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Multiculturalism

An indirect notion that has arisen from reading around the subject of 
community is that of multiculturalism. First, it appears important for the 
worldliness literature to position itself alongside or even against other 
notions of multiculturalism. A number of differing views are represented in 
the literature; Delanty distinguishes between Traditional Multiculturalism 
(Monoculturalism, Republican Multiculturalism, Pillarization and Liberal 
Multiculturalism) and Modern Multiculturalism (Communitarian Multi-
culturalism, Liberal Communitarian Multiculturalism, Interculturalism, 
Radical Multiculturalism, Critical Multiculturalism and Transnational 
Multiculturalism). These differing views are considered in more detail by 
Delanty. A further development of the worldly leadership theme therefore 
would be to compare these views to the worldliness perspective. Second, 
it will be important to identify worldly groups and their interpretation of 
multiculturalism. For example, does an indigenous group have a particu-
lar take on multiculturalism and, if so, what does this mean for leader-
ship. Finally, an important point is raised within the discussion regarding 
multiculturalism which provides a challenge to the worldliness perspec-
tive and hence the search for worldly leadership; the boundaries between 
social groups are more diffuse than previously found in cultural terms – 
‘It is more difficult to demarcate ethnic groups – the boundary between 
ethnic groups and the majority culture is not always so clearly defined’ 
(Delanty, p. 108).

This presents a challenge. For example, how will understanding 
leadership from a worldliness perspective demarcate groups to ensure 
that groups are not replaying the ‘global’ or ‘westernized’ viewpoint. 
It appears that most ethic groups have been tainted by the overriding 
Western view. Ong (1999), for example, has suggested that many immi-
grants are middle-class professionals, and that was in the late 1990s; 
this may well have increased exponentially by now, increasing the prob-
lems associated with the investigation of indigenous cultures. I believe 
that the worldliness perspective is much broader than indigenous cul-
ture investigation and, therefore, once a culture has been tainted by 
Westernization, it has developed into a slightly different culture, which 
in turns needs investigation with regards to the worldliness perspective 
and in particular leadership.

Limitations and further development

A limitation of this chapter is that it is based on a limited literature 
review, being largely based on one core text – Delanty (2003). Further 
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development of this theme therefore would take into account a wider 
literature and a critical review of empirical research in this area. Also 
the concept of community could be expanded to critically review the 
more general leadership literature beyond the worldliness perspective. 
The chapter draws on the wider leadership literature to understand how 
the worldliness perspective could be developed and therefore a wider 
scope for these ideas appears to be warranted.

Finally, a deeper review of the postmodern view of community 
would be beneficial. The leadership literature appears to be moving 
towards this body of literature (e.g. Grint, 2001) and a deep review of 
the works of Agamben (1993): The Coming Community: Blanchot (1988): 
The Unavowable Community; Corlett (1989): Community Without Unity; 
Maffesoli (1996): The Time of the Tribes; Urban (1996): Metaphysical 
Community; and Nancy (1991): The Inoperative Community in particu-
lar may provide further development of leadership theory and practice. 
Further reading and deliberation would also be beneficial on relating 
leadership in the worldliness vein to virtual world (Bateman Driskell & 
Lyon, 2002; Castells, 2001; Jones, 1995; Rheingold, 1993; Shields, 1996; 
Smith & Kollock, 1999) and transnational communities (Delanty). 
Within this chapter I have not explicitly reviewed this literature as the 
concepts of world community and transnational community appear in 
direct opposition to the idea of worldliness. However, a review of the 
literature may prove useful in expanding the concept and providing 
a critical perspective on the worldliness concept itself. For example, 
although globalization has been the precursor for the development of 
the idea of worldly leadership, the very development of globalization 
has brought about new and distinct communities (world, transnational 
and virtual), which deserve the time to be researched as much as indig-
enous cultures.

Conclusions

As Delanty has featured so heavily throughout the chapter I believe it is 
fitting to conclude on his main points. First, he emphasizes that ‘... an 
understanding of community is neither a form of social integration nor 
one of meaning but is an open-ended system of communication about 
belonging’ (p. 187) and ‘... community is communicative – communica-
tive of new cultural codes of belonging’ (p. 191). I conclude therefore 
that understanding leadership could be viewed through the lens of this 
communication about belongingness and this is particularly impor-
tant for the worldly leadership project. Second, Delanty concludes that 
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‘... the vision of community to come has remained and has become more 
powerful today. This is not of nostalgia for something that has been lost 
but because the question of belonging has become more acute’ (p. 193). 
The response to the question of belonging may be held in the phenom-
enon of leadership and relating the worldliness concept to leadership 
appears to be responding to the increased acuteness of the situation.

This chapter has reviewed literature regarding community and related 
it to the leadership literature investigating the worldliness perspective. It 
concludes that to gain a truly worldly perspective research will need to 
investigate crucial elements of community-ship – a sense of belonging 
and multiple belongings, language, ethics, identity, multiculturalism, 
individualism, self-development, aesthetics, participation, friendship, 
betrayal and a sense of community. The study of these cultures may 
also need to be sympathetic towards the postmodern community repre-
sented by multiple belongings and recognize the need for ethnographic, 
and probably more importantly, auto-ethnographic approaches to data 
collection similar to some recent research on leadership and leadership 
development (e.g. Kempster, 2009; Kempster & Stewart, 2010). By explor-
ing concepts of community, this chapter, has developed some tentative 
suggestions for researching leadership from a worldliness perspective in 
indigenous cultures. The chapter has also suggested that community 
can be the basis for developing a wider remit for the worldly leadership 
perspective further to eastern indigenous cultures.
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Introduction: children’s implicit leadership 
theories in China

Leadership has been a focus in the Chinese culture and philosophy 
since antiquity. Philosophers such as Confucius (Ware, 1995) and 
Mencius (Lau, 1970) advised the emperors and leaders of the time. Now, 
China is transformed from the world’s greatest opponent of globaliza-
tion into a committed advocate of globalization (Overholt, 2005). The 
opening of the People’s Republic of China, together with the steady eco-
nomic growth in the past few years, has aroused an increasing interest 
in Chinese leadership and culture (Fu et al., 2007).

In the study of leadership, the impact of culture can be evaluated 
through either the etic or emic cross-cultural research approaches 
(Ayman & Korabik, 2010; Gelfand et al., 2002). The etic approach in its 
purest form, ‘imposed etic’, takes the knowledge and measures of one 
culture and applies them to another, with the aims of validation and of 
potentially developing a universal concept of leadership. The ‘derived 
etic’ approach explores similarities among cultures, with the same 
goal of identifying a universal concept, an example being the Global 
Leadership and Organizational Behavioural Effectiveness (GLOBE) 
project (for more detail, see House et al., 2004).

Though this is an important approach, the perspective of worldly lead-
ership is focused on the uniqueness of leadership within each culture. It 
encourages scholars to learn about each culture and its approach to lead-
ership (Jepson, 2009). The emic cross-cultural research approach devel-
ops the measures and knowledge from within a culture to understand 
the phenomenon, thus allowing for the phenomenon to be explored 
with the endogenous perspective. With this method, the uniqueness 
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of a culture can emerge or be noticed. Recently, both endogenous and 
exogenous researchers providing insight into Chinese leadership from 
an emic perspective have concentrated on the description of overt lead-
ership behaviour. Their primary focus has been on the role of guanxi 
(e.g. Chen et al., 2004; Wong et al., 2003; Wood et al., 2002; Yi-Feng 
et al., 2008) or paternalistic leadership (e.g. Cheng et al., 2004).

Very little information, however, is available about the mental image 
Chinese people have regarding leadership (except Ling et al., 2000). 
Without knowing the true Chinese meaning of leader or leadership, we 
cannot have an authentic picture of leadership in China. Implicit lead-
ership theory is a paradigm that studies leadership through the van-
tage point of the layperson (Schyns & Meindl, 2005). Though studies 
of implicit leadership theory in various cultures are meagre, what has 
been done shows that expectations of leadership are different in differ-
ent cultures (Ayman & Korabik, 2010; Gerstner & Day, 1994).

Children are an important part of a society. In addition, they have a 
unique culture. So it is important to understand how these future adults 
perceive this social role and its characteristics. Also, children mirror 
the reality of the society in which they are raised and are often able 
to ‘tell the truth’ about social arrangements that adults have come to 
accept as second nature (Nemerowicz & Rosi, 1997). Therefore, much 
can be learned about leadership from young children, including the 
stereotypes that might impede advancement. Yet, hardly any infor-
mation exists about Chinese children’s mental image of a leader. In 
exploring the children’s expectations, we used the most emic method 
of investigation: drawings. Children use drawing very naturally as a 
means for expression (Ayman-Nolley & Ayman, 2005). This, using the 
implicit leadership theory paradigm, gave us a window into the minds 
of Chinese children.

This study examines the implicit leadership theory (ILT) of children 
in China. We focus on gender stereotype and leader’s assigned roles, 
as they are the primary categories that have emerged in the study of 
ILT (Lord et al., 2001. Also, in her review, Korabik (1994, 2006) stated 
that in China, due to communist-regime policies, women are rep-
resented in management roles to a greater extent than in the United 
States. However, both her work and Schein et al.’s (1996) provided evi-
dence that gender stereotyping of leadership as a masculine social role 
is prevalent in China. This may be indicative of the deep-rooted con-
fusion in ideology regarding women’s lower status and weakness that 
makes them ineligible for primary leadership roles (Korabik, 2006). In 
addition, these scholars among others have argued that stereotyping 
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is based in socialization and thus needs to be addressed by early child-
hood educators.

Implicit leadership theories

There are different types of schemas: person schemas, self-schema and 
role schemas. Of particular interest in this study are role schemas, which 
contain our understanding of the behaviours and attributes expected of 
people in particular social positions. Schemas for roles are also equiva-
lent to stereotypes, which are expectations about people who fall into 
particular social categories (Fiske & Taylor, 1991; Martin & Halverson, 
1981; Rudman et al., 2001). Therefore, both gender and leader could be 
considered as social groupings. In the case of gender, evidence shows 
that people do have distinct expectations for women and men.

Based on the categorization theory, Lord and colleagues (e.g. Lord 
et al., 1984) suggested that cognitive representations of leaders can also 
be differentiated into three hierarchical levels. At the highest level, 
perceivers made the simple dichotomous distinction of leader or non-
leader. At the middle level, which is the basic level, perceivers classified 
target persons into different types of leaders based on the context, such 
as business leader, sport leader and so on. At the lowest and most specific 
level, leaders were differentiated within each of the contexts, providing 
a contextually defined leadership prototype (e.g. female military leader 
versus male military leader) (Brown et al., 2004). It is interesting to note 
that though gender effect was included in the most specific level, very 
few studies actually looked at gender across different contexts. Most 
studies of gender and leadership have focused on the manager as the 
leader where, as Schein (2001) has stated, there is a common ‘think 
manager, think man’ paradigm that prevails.

Effect of perceiver’s characteristic and implicit 
leadership theories

Various characteristics of perceivers may influence their expectations 
of a leader. In this section, we will review the impact of gender, culture 
and age on implicit leadership theories.

Gender

Studies on gender in implicit leadership theories are concerned with the 
gender of the perceivers (followers) and the gender of the target (leader). 
Few studies have examined the effect of the gender of the perceivers 
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on implicit leadership theory. On the one hand, among adults, implicit 
leadership theories were found to be similar both in the United States 
(Offermann et al., 1994) and in China (Ling et al., 2000). On the other 
hand, when men and women across several cultures, including China 
(Schein et al., 1996), were asked to describe a typical man, woman, or 
manager, they mostly described the manager in the image of a man. 
However, in the more recent studies in the United States, women seem 
to hold less of a male image of a manager (Duehr & Bono, 2006; Schein 
et al., 1996). Therefore, the role of the gender of the perceiver in form-
ing the image of a leader needs further examination, particularly across 
cultures.

Culture or country of origin of the perceiver

In addition to gender stereotyping, researchers are also interested in 
different cultures’ implicit leadership theories. Within the implicit 
leadership theory research paradigm, Gerstner and Day (1994) used a 
measure that was developed in the United States, and applied it in other 
cultures. The results showed that different cultures had different images 
of a leader.

In contrast, in China, Ling et al. (2000) developed the Chinese 
Implicit Leadership Scale (CILS) and administered the CILS to Chinese 
participants from five occupation groups. This study is of great impor-
tance, as not only was it an emic approach but it was also conducted by 
endogenous researchers. The impact of culture in the interpretation of 
the results has not gotten much attention thus far (Ayman, 2004), but it 
will be a secondary interest of this study.

Cross-cultural studies on implicit leadership theories showed that 
some of the leaders’ characteristics were shared across cultures while 
other characteristics were more culture-specific (Ayman & Korabik, 
2010). For instance, the result of the GLOBE project indicated that 
attributes summarized as charismatic leadership were considered 
important for successful managers in all cultures (Dorfman et al., 2004). 
Conversely, some characteristics seemed to be specific to some clusters 
of countries. For example, when the implicit leadership theories were 
studied with an emic method, Ling et al. (2000) reported that Chinese 
implicit leadership theory included personal morality, goal efficiency, 
interpersonal competence and versatility. Ling’s results were different 
from the eight factors which emerged from Offermann et al.’s (1994) for 
US participants. Similarly, Ayman and Chemers (1983) demonstrated 
that Iranians’ concept of leadership combined considerate and initiat-
ing-structure behaviours, which loaded on the same factor as ‘leader 
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is a father figure to me’. This one factor was labelled as ‘benevolently 
paternalistic’ and did not fit the same pattern as that of the US popula-
tion. These results suggest that people in each culture have a unique 
expectation of their own leaders.

Most of the implicit leadership studies discussed above were conducted 
among adults and college students. Studies on children’s implicit lead-
ership theories are quite limited, probably because it is believed that the 
concept is not well-formed in children or that it does not have much 
significance for them. However, as we mentioned in the introduction, 
this is not true and it is really important to understand children’s men-
tal image of a leader in their culture. In the next section, we will review 
the studies on children’s implicit leadership theories conducted in and 
outside the United States.

Children’s Implicit Leadership Theories

In the United States, existing studies have shown that children as young 
as those in kindergarten have implicit leadership theories (Ayman-
Nolley & Ayman, 2005). Two interview studies conducted around 1990 
demonstrated a strong male image of the ideal leader in the minds of 
children in both grades 3 and 6, though girls rather than boys held a 
strong image of a male ideal leader. This male image of a leader was 
stronger in grade 6 than in grade 3. Also, the leader’s categories var-
ied across a child’s gender and grade. However, some researchers have 
shown concern that the use of interviews may interfere with the child’s 
verbal ability (e.g. Matthews et al., 1990).

To overcome this limitation, later studies by Ayman-Nolley and 
Ayman used a less intrusive method: children’s drawings. Starting in 
the 1990s, many studies have used children’s drawings to tap into their 
social concepts (Andersson, 2005; Bombi & Pinto, 1994; Dickson et al., 
1990; Dunn et al., 2002; Falchikov, 1990; Gramradt & Staples, 1994; 
Holmes, 1992; Mietkiewicz & Jolliot, 2004; Pinto et al., 1997). There 
are many advantages to using drawing methodology over structured 
interviews. First of all, it alleviates some of the developmental chal-
lenges faced by researchers when using written or verbal expression to 
assess children. It also increases the amount and accuracy of contex-
tual information about the leader prototypes held by young children. 
Finally, it allows researchers to ask children about social phenomena 
with very little influence from the adult researchers’ own perspective 
and therefore provides a more emic set of information on children’s 
implicit leadership theories.
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Drawings help children to overcome the difficulties in fully dis-
closing their opinions, thoughts and feelings to an adult researcher 
(Ayman-Nolley & Ayman, 2005; Leffler et al., 2006). Children’s enjoy-
ment of drawing activity reduces their inhibitions and increases their 
verbal production (Gross & Hayne, 1998; Klepsch & Logle, 1982). It has 
been clearly shown that, in their drawings, children reveal their own 
understanding of the world around them (Benveniste, 2005; Dennis, 
1966). This method provides a worldly leadership perspective on the 
Chinese children’s image of leadership.

In the previous drawing studies of implicit leadership theory, chil-
dren were asked to produce pictures of ‘leadership’ or ‘a leader leading’ 
(e.g. Ayman-Nolley & Ayman, 2005; Nemerowicz & Rosi, 1997). The 
results showed that children of different gender, ethnicity, or age held 
different images of leaders (Ayman-Nolley & Ayman, 2005). Specifically 
in regard to gender, differences were found in that boys’ images of lead-
ers were depicted by predominately male figures, while girls’ images of 
leaders showed both male and female figures (Ayman-Nolley & Ayman, 
2005). In another study examining drawings of leaders, although both 
boys and girls tended to depict their own gender as the leader, boys did 
so at twice the rate (Nemerowicz & Rosi, 1997). However, no signifi-
cant relationship was found between the drawn leader’s gender and the 
child’s grade in the drawing studies (Ayman-Nolley & Ayman, 2005).

As to social roles, Nemerowicz and Rosi (1997) found that children 
obtained their mental image of leaders primarily from government and 
politics (e.g. US Presidents as leaders). Family and school were a second 
source of examples (e.g. parents and teachers as leaders). Though both 
boys and girls drew generic persons as leaders, they differed in the cat-
egories of leaders they chose to draw. Girls drew more authority figures 
such as religious leaders, teachers and parents, whereas boys drew more 
masculine roles such as from sports and the military (Ayman-Nolley 
& Ayman, 2005). Similar results were found in Leffler et al. (2006), in 
which boys’ images of a leader were primarily represented by tradi-
tional leadership roles such as military or head of state, whereas girls’ 
images of a leader were primarily represented by self and teacher roles. 
Older children drew more sophisticated leader categories than younger 
ones. The choice of stereotypic known leaders also increased by grade 
(Ayman-Nolley & Ayman, 2005).

Differences of gender and social role in the children’s implicit lead-
ership theories were also found in a cross-cultural study conducted in 
Costa Rica (Ayman-Nolley et al., 2006). The result revealed that the 
majority of the children in both the United States and Costa Rica drew 
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mostly male leaders, representing a traditional leader image. But US girls 
drew more female leaders than girls in Costa Rica, representing a less 
traditional leader image. Moreover, American children’s implicit leader-
ship theories represented more exemplars of specific historical figures, 
whereas those of Costa Rican children were represented by generic lead-
ership roles. The result might be explained by cultural differences such 
as individualism versus collectivism and power distance. It is also inter-
esting to note that Costa Rican children drew more military figures 
even though the country does not have a military.

At this time, the differences in drawn leader’s gender between boys 
and girls seem to be well established, but there is very little knowledge 
about how this characteristic differs across age groups. Very few draw-
ing studies looked at the variable of the children’s grade, or they did 
not find a significant relationship between child’s grade and leader’s 
gender (Ayman-Nolley & Ayman, 2005). There is general evidence that 
children’s stereotypes, such as those of ethnic and racial differences, are 
well established by age 5; but variations are found between age groups 
(Augoustinos & Rosewarne, 2001; McKown & Strambler, 2009; McKown 
& Weinstein, 2003). In general, young children seemed to demonstrate 
increasing knowledge of gender stereotypes at least through kinder-
garten (e.g. Edelbrock & Sugawara, 1978; Levy et al., 1995; Signorella 
et al., 1993). After this age, however, there were mixed developmental 
trends. Many studies showed a sharp increase in knowledge, while oth-
ers suggested decreases or curvilinear relationships of stereotyping with 
age (Miller et al., 2009; Ruble, 1988; Ruble et al., 2006). For example, 
some researchers have found that children between the ages of 4 and 
8 embraced gender stereotypes more strongly, while children between 
the ages of 8 and 10 seemed to accept a wider range of behaviours, occu-
pations, objects and characteristics for their gender (Trautner, 1992). In 
another study on gender-based restrictions on occupations, a majority 
of 4-year-olds and a majority of 9-year-olds believed that there should 
be no gender-based restrictions on one’s choice of occupation. Between 
these ages (e.g. 6- and 7-year-olds), however, children held more rigid 
opinions (Damon, 1977; Ruble et al., 2006).

In their meta-analysis, Signorella et al. (1993) suggested that incon-
sistencies in past research on developmental changes in gender sche-
mas might be a consequence of different ways of conceptualization and 
measurement. On forced choice measures, in which children must select 
one gender or the other for each item (e.g. ‘Who is the strong one?’), 
‘correct’ matches to societal stereotypes increased with age. Increases 
were not, however, related to the type of question used (e.g. ‘Who is ... ?’ 
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versus ‘Who can ... ?’). In contrast, on non-forced choice measures, 
the type of question did affect results. Children showed increases in 
non-stereotyped responses with age, but especially when asked ‘Who 
should ... ?’ or ‘Who can ... ?’ In summary, the results of the developmen-
tal changes in gender schemas are mixed, and most research used either 
verbal interview or questionnaire. The current study will examine the 
effect of the child’s grade on the perceived leader’s gender using the 
drawing methodology, which can shed some light on the developmen-
tal pattern of gender stereotype or gender schema.

Studies such as those by Lobel et al. (2001) have shown that there are 
clear cultural differences in gender-related inferences and judgments. 
Comparing Israeli and Taiwanese children, they found that children 
in more traditional and collective societies have stronger and more 
restricted gender schema than those in more individualistic and less 
traditional societies. For this current study, China was chosen because 
of its unique culture. Although the United States and Costa Rico, used 
in our previous studies, share some geographical similarities, these two 
countries are different in terms of culture and presence of military. 
While the United States has an individualistic culture and its own mili-
tary, Costa Rico is collectivist and has no military. In contrast to these 
two countries, China is a collectivist country with its own military. By 
comparing the results of these studies, we may be able to see how cul-
tural and social factors might influence children’s implicit leadership 
theories.

The focus of the current study, therefore, was to examine Chinese 
children’s image of a leader based on gender and social roles. In addi-
tion, we were interested to examine the children’s characteristics (i.e. 
gender and grade) that can contribute to this image. Finally, we also 
explored the drawn leader’s gender across different social categories. 
The following hypotheses are based on the previous research conducted 
in China and on ILT in other cultures. By supporting these hypotheses, 
we can demonstrate that on some dimensions Chinese children are 
more similar to their counterparts in other countries while on others 
they have a unique point of view. The specific hypotheses were:

Hypothesis 1: The gender of the drawn leaders is different across 
children’s gender.
Hypothesis 2: The gender of the drawn leaders is different across 
children’s grade.
Hypothesis 3: The role category of the drawn leaders is different 
across children’s gender.
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Hypothesis 4: The role category of the drawn leaders is different 
across children’s grade.
Hypothesis 5: The gender of the drawn leaders will differ across vari-
ous leader-role categories.

Method

Sample

At the beginning of 2008, drawings were collected from two schools in 
a large city of northeastern China. One of the schools was an elemen-
tary school (grades 1 through 6) with 600 students, of which 491 from 
all six grades participated in the study. The other was a high school 
(grades 7 through 12) of about 2000 students, of which 100 from grades 
7 and 8 participated.

As this study was focused on a leader leading, we only analysed data 
from children who (a) drew a human figure(s) and (b) identified the gen-
der of the leader. Of the 591 drawings collected, 514 met these criteria. 
Of the children who participated in the selected drawings, 50.8 per cent 
were boys and 49.2 per cent were girls. The distribution of children across 
grades was 15.6 per cent in first, 11.5 per cent in second, 12.6 per cent in 
third, 14.8 per cent in fourth, 16.9 per cent in fifth, 12.1 per cent in sixth, 
8.8 per cent in seventh and 7.8 per cent in eighth grade (see Figure 7.1).

Materials

The students were given a sheet of A4 white paper (about 8 × 11 inches), 
one #2 pencil and a box of 12 coloured pencils.

Data collection procedure

For all grades, data were collected in the home classroom during a 
45-minute art class. Two experimenters were present at each class ses-
sion. One of the experimenters had gone through training for data col-
lection and had participated in one session in the United States. The 
other experimenter was fully informed about the process and was 
mainly responsible for materials distribution. Once the class began, 
the art teacher introduced the experimenters and explained that they 
were there to do a study. One of the experimenters then wrote on the 
blackboard in Chinese: 领导者正在领导 (which means: DRAW A LEADER 
LEADING). The students were given verbal instructions to use the col-
oured pencils, the #2 pencil and the white paper to draw a leader leading. 
In order to avoid sharing ideas, students were asked not to talk to each 
other in the classroom, and to raise their hand if they had any questions. 
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Instead of explaining what a leader was, experimenters only repeated 
the phrase ‘draw a leader leading’ and told the students to draw whatever 
came to mind. If a student expressed concerns about their drawing abili-
ties, the experimenters assured the student that this was not a drawing 
contest and asked them to do their best.

Upon completion of the drawing, each student was asked to turn over his 
or her paper and write one or two short sentences describing the drawing 
and identifying which figure in the drawing was the leader. Those in grade 
1 and 2 received an experimenter’s or the art teacher’s assistance in writing 
these sentences. Drawings were then collected and checked for interpret-
able information about the leader. With the help of the art teacher, each 
student’s gender and grade level were recorded on the back of the drawing. 
Drawings were then filed in an envelope labelled for each session.

Coding procedure

Ayman-Nolley and Ayman (2005) developed a coding manual which con-
tained detailed coding procedures for the previous studies in the United 
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States. Some of the categories were revised based on the drawings from the 
Chinese children. For example, ‘Chairman Mao’ and ‘manager/supervisor’ 
were added to the social role category. All identified leaders were coded for 
gender, skin colour and social role. As suggested by Coles (2003), to keep 
both the observer’s and the child’s view in mind, both the drawings and 
the children’s descriptions of them were used for all coding.

For the current study, using the Ayman-Nolley and Ayman (2005) 
coding manual, leader’s gender and leader’s social role were coded. 
Leaders were classified as male or female based on predetermined mas-
culine and feminine characteristics. Representation of male leaders 
consisted of drawn figures wearing pants, having short hair and void 
of any characteristics typical of a female such as long eyelashes, skirts 
and jewellery. Drawn leaders coded as female displayed characteristics 
typical of a female. If no such characteristics of either gender were 
present, the leader was coded as ‘neutral’. However, if the child’s writ-
ten description identified the drawn leader as a male or female, the 
drawn leader was coded accordingly. This also included gender pro-
nouns, labels such as mother or father, and/or identifying the drawing 
as oneself. As for role categories, in addition to examining the details of 
the drawings, the coder read the description of the leader on the back 
of the drawing and categorized the leader as one type of person, such 
as military personnel, generic person, child, teacher, parent, head of 
the state and so on.

Inter-coder agreement

The coding process included inter-coder agreement from two Chinese 
and two American coders. Based on written rules of analysis presented 
in the coding manual, inter-coder agreement was evaluated on a ran-
domly selected 3 per cent sample of drawings (16 drawings). Inter-coder 
agreement was collected from four independent coders: two Chinese 
and two American graduate students. The two Chinese coders showed 
agreement of 94 per cent for leader’s gender and 81 per cent for leader’s 
role category. The two American coders were in complete agreement, 
100 per cent, on leader’s gender; but on leader’s role category the 
agreement was at 69 per cent. The agreement between Chinese and 
American coders was first calculated between one Chinese coder and 
one American coder. Then it was averaged with the agreement between 
the other pair of Chinese and American coders. The average agreement 
between Chinese and American coders on leader’s gender was 91 per 
cent, and on leader’s role category was 72 per cent.
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To explore the research questions, two of the seven coded variables 
were included as the drawing characteristics in the following analyses: 
leader’s gender and leader’s role category. The average reliability was 
95 per cent for leader’s gender and 74 per cent for leader’s role category. 
Prior to analysis of the drawings, a chi-square test was conducted to 
examine potential confounding relationships between children’s gen-
der and grade. The result was not significant (χ² (7, N = 514) = 8.53, 
p = .29), so there were no confounding relationships between these two 
independent variables.

To examine the effects of grade on children’s drawings of a leader 
leading, we analysed the variables against a combined range of grades 
(1–2, 3–5, 6–8). Combining grades gave us larger cell sizes as well as a 
general comparison across the Piagetian developmental levels of early 
concrete operational (grade 1 and 2), well-established concrete opera-
tional (grade 3 through 5, middle childhood) and early formal opera-
tional (grade 6 through 8) (Ayman-Nolley & Ayman, 2005). Given all 
these advantages, only the combined grade analysis is presented in the 
current study.

Results

The following analyses explored the relationship between the child’s 
characteristics (i.e. gender and grade) and the drawing characteristics 
(i.e. leader’s gender, leader’s role category). For each variable, we first 
presented the frequency of the drawing characteristics. Then we ran a 
series of chi-square tests to examine how the drawing characteristics 
were different across child’s gender and grade. To assist in further clari-
fying the most salient relationships, we also conducted several logistic 
regressions on the drawing characteristics and children’s characteris-
tics. Finally, the relationship between leader’s gender and leader’s role 
category were examined by another chi-square test.

Leader’s gender and child’s characteristics

The majority of children drew a male leader (75.9%), while 24.1 per 
cent drew a female leader. The effect of the child’s gender and grade was 
examined against the drawn leader’s gender. The results showed that 
both gender and grade of the child differed significantly on the drawn 
leader’s gender. Boys drew more male leaders (90.0%) than female leaders 
(10.0%), whereas 61.3 per cent of the girls’ drawings included male leader 
figures χ² (1, N = 514) = 58.11, p < .001 (see Table 7.1 and Figure 7.2).
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Table 7.1 Summary statistics: leader’s gender by child’s gender

Statistics Value df p

Pearson chi-square 58.11♦ 1 < 0.001

Likelihood ratio 60.95 1 < 0.001

Linear-by-linear association 57.99 1 < 0.001

Cramer’s phi 0.34 < 0.001

Note: N = 514.
♦No cells (0.0%) have an expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 61.04.
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Figure 7.2 Leader’s gender and child’s gender

Table 7.2 Summary statistics: leader’s gender by child’s grade

Statistics Value df p

Pearson chi-square 15.67♦ 2 < 0.001

Likelihood ratio 15.65 2 < 0.001

Linear-by-linear association  0.03 1    0.86

Cramer’s phi  0.18 < 0.001

Note: N = 514.
♦No cells (0.0%) have an expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 33.53.
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Figure 7.3 Leader’s gender and child’s grade

Table 7.3 Logistical regression analysis predicting drawn leader’s gender

B SE Wald df Exp. (B)

Child’s gender 1.77 0.25      51.91*** 1 5.87

Child’s grade –0.01 0.01  1.06 1 1.00

Constant –2.01 0.27 53.84 1 0.13

Note: N = 514.
***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.

The analysis examining the relationship between child’s grade and 
leader’s gender yielded significant result χ2 (2, N = 514) = 15.67, p < .001 
(see Table 7.2). While 67.5 per cent of students in the middle grades 
(grades 3 through 5) drew a male figure for the leader, those in other 
grades drew even more male leaders (83.5% for grades 1 and 2 and 81.6% 
for grades 6 through 8, respectively) (see Figure 7.3).



Children’s Image of Leadership in China 119

When we regressed the leader’s gender on the child’s characteristics, 
the model with gender as the predictor was significant χ² (2, N = 514) 
= 62.01, p < .001. This result showed that if the child was a boy, he was 
more likely to draw a male leader (Wald = 51.91, B = 1.77, p < .001). 
Grade, however, was not a significant predictor of drawn leader’s gender 
(Wald = 1.06, B = – 0.01, p = .30) (see Table 7.3).

Leader’s category and child’s characteristics

Overall, children identified 17 categories of leaders’ social roles: military 
personnel, generic person, child, teacher, parent, parade/band, head 
of state, fantasy-story, religious, sports leader, famous politician, self, 
Chairman Mao, manager/supervisor, mayor, tourist guide and journal-
ist. The three categories with the highest frequency were generic person 
(37.4%), manager/supervisor (23.9%) and teacher (12.8%) (see Figure 7.4). 
To meet the assumptions surrounding the use of chi-square (e.g. each cell 
within a contingency table having at least 80% expected count exceeding 
5.0), the 11 categories with a percentage lower than 2 per cent (i.e. child, 
parent, parade/band, fantasy-story, religious, sports leader, self, mayor, 
tourist guide, principal and journalist) were combined in one category 
labelled as ‘others’. Therefore, in the subsequent analysis there were eight 
social role categories: military personnel (7.4%), generic person (37.4%), 
teacher (12.8%), head of state (2.3%), famous politician (2.7%), Chairman 
Mao (5.8%), manager/supervisor (23.9%) and others (7.6%).

The leader’s role categories varied significantly due to the child’s gen-
der χ² (7, N = 514) = 20.53, p < .01 (see Table 7.4). Boys (55.7%) and 
girls (44.3%) drew almost equal percentages of generic persons (e.g. see 
Figure 7.5). For the other categories, boys and girls varied in the fre-
quency of their depictions. For example, boys drew 65.8 per cent of 
military personnel (e.g. see Figure 7.6 ), 66.7 per cent of head of state, 
64.3 per cent of famous politician and 66.7 per cent of Chairman Mao. 
On the other hand, girls drew 60.6 per cent of teacher, 59.3 per cent of 
manager/supervisor (e.g. see Figure 7.7), and 59.0 per cent of the ‘oth-
ers’ category that included a variety of social roles (e.g. tourist guide, 
fantasy-story etc.) (see Figure 7.8).

The result of leader’s category was also different across grades, χ² (14, N 
= 514) = 111.05, p < .001 (see Table 7.5). The presence of a generic person 
became progressively less frequent as grade level increased, from 65.5 per 
cent for grades 1 and 2 to 23.8 per cent for grades 6 through 8. Students in 
grades 3 through 5 drew the most teachers (20.2%) and those in grades 6 
through 8 drew the most manager/supervisors (43.5%) (see Figure 7.9).



120 Liwen Liu, Roya Ayman and Saba Ayman-Nolley

Le
ad

er
's

 C
at

eg
or

y

journalist

principal

tourist guide

mayor

manager/supervisor

Chairman Mao

self

famous politican
sports leader

(general)

religious

fantasy-story
head of state

(general)

parade/band

parent

teacher

child(ren)-nonself

person

military personnel

Percent

403020100

Leader's Category

Figure 7.4 Frequency of leader’s category

Table 7.4 Summary statistics: leader’s category by child’s gender

Statistics Value df p

Pearson chi-square 20.53♦ 7 < 0.01

Likelihood ratio 20.76 7 < 0.01

Linear-by-linear association 4.48 1 < 0.05

Cramer’s phi 0.20 < 0.01

Note: N = 514.
♦No cells (0.0%) have an expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 
5.91.
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Figure 7.5 The generic leader drawn by 2nd grade girl

Figure 7.6 Military leader drawn by a 6th grade boy
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Figure 7.7 Drawn by 8th grade girl
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Using multinomial logistic regression, we regressed leader’s category 
on children’s characteristics. The model was significant with both gen-
der and grade as predictors χ² (14, N = 514) = 87.80, p < .001. See Table 7.6 
for detailed results on each child characteristics. Role categories that dif-
fered significantly across child’s gender or grade were military person-
nel, generic person, Chairman Mao and manager/supervisor. When the 

Table 7.5 Summary statistics: leader’s category by child’s grade

Statistics Value df p

Pearson chi-square 111.05♦ 14 < 0.001

Likelihood ratio 107.14 14 < 0.001

Linear-by-linear association 29.00 1 < 0.001

Cramer’s phi 0.33 < 0 .001

Note: N = 514.
♦Four cells (16.7%) have an expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 3.25.
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child was a boy, he was more likely to draw military personnel (Wald = 
4.89, B = –1.05, p < .05) and Chairman Mao (Wald = 3.94, B = –1.01, p < 
.05). Also, the older the child was, the less likely that he or she drew a 
generic person (Wald = 7.48, B = –0.02, p < .05) and the more likely that 
he or she drew a manager/supervisor (Wald = 5.67, B = 0.02, p < .05).

Leader’s gender and leadership role

Here, we focused on drawn leader’s gender across different social cat-
egories. The result of a chi-square analysis was significant χ² (7, N = 514) = 
97.50, p < .001 (see Table 7.7). The drawn leader was more likely to be a male 
when it was drawn as military personnel (92.1%), generic person (83.3%), 
head of the state (83.3%), famous politician (85.7%) and manager/supervi-
sor (81.3%). Only when the drawn leader was a teacher was it depicted 
more often as a female (65.2%) (see Figure 7.10 and e.g. Figure 7.11)

Discussion

The main purpose of this study was to explore the mental image of a 
leader held by Chinese school children. We approached this with an 

Table 7.6 Multinomial logistic regression for leader’s role categories and chil-
dren’s characteristics

Effect
-2 log likelihood of 

reduced model Chi-square df

Intercept 340.39 157.37*** 7

Child’s gender 201.12     18.09* 7

Child’s grade 250.07  67.04*** 7

Note: N = 514.
***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.

Table 7.7 Summary statistics: leader’s category by leader’s gender

Statistics Value df p

Pearson chi-square 120.59♦ 17 < 0.001

Likelihood ratio 116.52 17 < 0.001

Linear-by-linear association   2.56   1      0.11

Cramer’s phi   0.48 < 0.001

Note: N = 514.
♦Twenty-two cells (61.1%) have an expected count less than 5. The minimum expected 
count is 0.24.
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emic approach with the aim of adding to the worldly leadership lit-
erature. We found that both leader’s gender and role category differed 
across child’s gender and grade. We also found a relationship between 
drawn leader’s gender and role category. Overall, leaders were predomi-
nantly perceived as male figures, which is consistent with the results of 
previous drawing studies in America (Ayman-Nolley & Ayman, 2005; 
Ayman-Nolley et al., 2006; Leffler et al., 2006). This finding also sup-
ports the male stereotype of leadership in adult literature (e.g. Heilman 
et al., 1989; Powell et al., 2002; Schein et al., 1996). Therefore, this study 
confirms that Chinese children as young as elementary school already 
(and similar to the children from the other cultures studied) had an 
implicit idea of a leader, and more often than not the leader was por-
trayed as a male image (Ayman-Nolley & Ayman, 2005). These findings 
parallel those of Liben et al. (2001), who found that 6- to 11-year-olds 
attribute higher status to masculine jobs.

It is also important to notice that boys almost always drew male lead-
ers, whereas girls’ drawings included a less skewed distribution of male 
and female leaders. On the one hand, this confirms previous findings 
that boys’ images of leaders were depicted by predominantly male fig-
ures, whereas girls’ images of leaders included both male and female 
figures (Ayman-Nolley & Ayman, 2005). However, about two-thirds of 
Chinese girls still drew a male leader. This is different from the most 
recent findings that girls in the United States actually drew more 
female leaders than male leaders (Ayman et al., 2004; Ayman-Nolley & 
Ayman, 2005; Leffler et al., 2006). On the other hand, similar results 
were already found in some cross-cultural studies in both children and 
adult literature. Ayman-Nolley et al. (2006) found that, while children 
in both the United States and Costa Rica drew mostly male leaders, 
American girls drew more female leaders than any other groups (i.e. 
American boys, Costa Rican boys, Costa Rican girls). In Schein et al. 
(1996), the managerial male stereotype was found in all groups except 
American women, who saw men and women as equally likely to possess 
management characteristics. In fact, the Weisgram et al.,(2010) find-
ing that boys more often than girls prefer the high powered jobs is an 
applied indication of this male-leader image they hold.

Child’s grade also influenced drawn leader’s gender, but the pattern 
was not a consistent one. The results showed more similarity between 
the youngest grades and oldest grades in contrast to either one com-
pared to middle grades. Although no drawing studies had found such a 
relationship between child’s grade and leader’s gender, Ayman-Nolley 
and Ayman (2005) reported the relationship between grade and other 
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implicit leadership theories as ‘U’ shaped or ‘J’ shaped changes across 
grades. Our result also supported previous findings that children 
between ages 6 and 8 held a stronger gender stereotype than children 
between ages 8 and 10 (Damon, 1977; Ruble et al., 2006; Trautner, 1992). 
However, it is important to note that older children (between ages 12 
and 14) again held a stronger gender stereotype than those in the mid-
dle grades. This unusual pattern might be explained by the fact that, 
with their increasing knowledge of gender stereotypes in real life, older 
children tend to more accurately reflect such reality on their drawings. 
This movement from more stereotypic images in youngest children to 
flexibility in middle childhood, followed by a return to more stereo-
typing in pre-teens and early adolescents, is evidence for the ‘J’ shape 
development: the early stereotyping is based on mimicking what is 
available to the youngest children, whereas the later forms of stereotyp-
ing by older children is a parallel to the gender intensification of their 
pubertal tendencies towards more self-gender-specific behaviours and 
attitudes (Larson & Richards, 1994; McHale et al., 2004). This return is 
therefore more internalized than that seen in the early childhood years. 
In fact, post-puberty there is consistency in these stereotypic attitudes 
within individuals into their adult years (Golombok et al., 2008; Kagan 
& Moss, 1962). However, some more recent studies show less gender 
intensification and less constrained-gender-stereotyping in adolescents 
(Priess, 2009).

As for leader’s social category, a substantial portion of Chinese chil-
dren drew a manager or a supervisor. However, the category of man-
ager/supervisor was not even included in the American studies (e.g. 
Ayman-Nolley & Ayman, 2005; Ayman-Nolley et al., 2006). Meanwhile, 
the drawings of Chinese children showed less variety of leader’s social 
roles. In comparison to their American peers, for example, very few 
Chinese children identified themselves, other children, or parents as 
leaders. Also, they did not draw leaders as a sportsman, religious per-
son, or entertainer. Overall, the Chinese children’s drawings showed 
more images of actual leaders in their community (teachers, managers, 
Chairman Mao) and less of either people close to them or fantastical/
idealized leaders, which were more common in the American children’s 
drawings.

Though both boys and girls drew generic leaders, boys drew more 
traditional authority and masculine figures such as head of the state 
and military personnel, again consistent with occupational preferences 
found by Weisgram et al. (2010). This result is also consistent with those 
of the studies in the United States (e.g. Ayman-Nolley & Ayman, 2005). 



128 Liwen Liu, Roya Ayman and Saba Ayman-Nolley

In contrast, girls drew more teachers and manager/supervisors, which 
are more commonly seen in the child’s everyday life. Girls also drew 
more ‘others’ category, which included a greater variety of social roles. 
This can be a further indication of the more flexible and inclusive view 
of leadership that girls may hold, even in more traditional societies such 
as China. With the increase of the grade level, the presence of a generic 
person became progressively less frequent. It makes intuitive sense that 
as children’s general knowledge of the world increases, so does their 
inclusion of more categories of leaders and more socially recognizable 
leaders (Ayman-Nolley & Ayman, 2005).

The results also showed that children held different implicit leader-
ship theories regarding the role category of a drawn male or a drawn 
female leader. Male leaders were more likely to be military personnel, 
manager/supervisor, head of state and famous politicians; but female 
leaders were more likely to be teachers, which is a less traditional leader-
ship role. Therefore, this result, that traditional leaders such as manag-
ers and head of the state were perceived as male by children, can also 
be interpreted from the well-established phenomenon of male leader-
ship stereotype in adult literature.. This again confirmed the previous 
findings that school children already held a male leadership stereotype. 
These results also again parallel those of Liben et al. (2001) showing 
children’s preference for masculine jobs. So the think-manager-think-
male phenomenon can be traced back even to elementary school.

Although the current study was mostly conducted by an endogenous 
investigator, we were interested in finding out whether cultural differ-
ences influence the interpretation of drawing characteristics. Therefore, 
we also investigated the inter-coder agreement between Chinese and 
American coders. The result showed that when the drawing charac-
teristics were not culture-related (e.g. leader’s gender), the agreement 
between Chinese and American coders was as high as the agreement 
between coders from the same culture. However, when the characteristics 
were more related to the leading context (e.g. leader’s role category), 
the agreement between Chinese and American coders was lower than 
the agreement between the Chinese coders. One example would be a 
drawing described as ‘a female conductor leading her students who are 
singing happily’. While Chinese coders coded it as teacher, American 
coders coded it as band. Using the coding instructions the Chinese cod-
ers coded it as a teacher since in China singing in a class setting is com-
mon. American coders saw the drawn leader as a choir conductor and 
therefore used the code band for this image. This finding emphasizes the 
importance of indigenous collaborators when exogenous researchers are 
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doing research on leadership topics, particularly when an emic approach 
is undertaken (Ayman, 2004).

Conclusion

We believe that the current research has theoretical, methodological 
and applied significance. As far as the authors know, this is the first 
research to address implicit leadership theories among children in 
China. This study provided both descriptive data and empirical evi-
dence to highlight the need for future research on implicit leadership 
theories in China. For instance, our result shed some light on the male 
leadership stereotype held by school children, especially by boys. By 
examining the mental image of a leader held by Chinese young adults, 
future researchers can find out whether the stereotype ever changes 
as the children mature. This study also contributed to research on the 
generalizability of implicit leadership theory across cultures. While in 
both cultures children perceived leaders as male figures, Chinese girls 
held more of a male leadership stereotype than American girls did. This 
might be explained by the finding that Chinese society scores low on 
gender egalitarianism, indicating that the society favours men more 
than other cultures do (Fu et al., 2007).

In addition, this study once again has confirmed and helped refine 
the drawing methodology as a tool for studying children’s social con-
cepts and schemas. And increasing the variety of study topics and pop-
ulations in which this methodology is used in future will clearly help 
to further improve the technique.

Since gender stereotype was found among Chinese children, their 
educators can make every effort to address this in early schooling (as 
for example American educators have done and still need to do). More 
female leaders can be depicted on books and made more prominent in 
the classroom. By exposing children to a multitude of diverse leaders at 
an early age, Chinese society will have the opportunity to eliminate the 
male stereotype of leadership and its influence on the children’s leader-
ship prototype. Finally, it is the society’s responsibility to emphasize 
equal representation of both genders in all societal roles by employ-
ment regulation and media campaigns. We expect that creating equal 
opportunities for career advancement will lead to less male-leader stere-
otyping and more women leaders in future generations.

This study is only the beginning of understanding implicit leader-
ship theories among the people of China. Due to accessibility issues, 
the drawings were collected from only two schools in one large city 
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in China. As Chinese people are by no means homogeneous among 
themselves (Fu et al., 2007), the result should be interpreted only as a 
useful reference for understanding Chinese children’s implicit leader-
ship theories rather than as an overview of the topic in the country. 
In future studies, it would be beneficial to look at multiple schools in 
different communities. This would increase the generalizability of our 
findings beyond the school population studied.

This study sought to examine and discover unknown dimensions 
of an important and ancient quality of Chinese culture, that of lead-
ers and leadership. In this chapter, we have only scratched the surface 
of this line of inquiry. To uncover the details of the implicit theories 
about leadership styles and other characteristics in both children and 
in adults, much remains to be addressed beyond our findings about 
gender and grade. As China becomes more integrated into the world 
economy and culture, these studies will become more important and 
valuable to help that transition be more fruitful and effective for them 
and for the global community at large.
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Implicit Leadership in Iran: 
Differences between Leader and 
Boss and Gender*
Roya Ayman, Alan D. Mead, Afshin Bassari and Jialin Huang

Introduction

Globalization has increased the interest in understanding leadership 
within and across cultures around the world. Adding to this is the polit-
ical dynamics in the world, which further enhance the need to better 
understand major cultural expectations people have of those in decision-
making roles in society. As we consider leadership around the world, we 
can reflect on the scholars of previous centuries around the world who 
advised their rulers and the leaders of their time, such as Confucius in 
China, Machiavelli in Europe and Saadi, Nasir Toosi, Nezamolmolk in 
Iran. In more modern times Thomas Carlyle, Mao Zedong, Karl Marx 
and Max Weber are some who have written about the leader and lead-
ership in various parts of the world. In the last century, the empirical 
approach has added to these philosophical endeavours, emphasizing 
the importance of the layperson’s expectations about leadership, which 
in turn guide their judgment and behaviours as they interact with or as 
a leader. This line of research is known as the implicit leadership theory 
(Lord & Maher, 1991; Lord, 2005).

With the increased interest in the geopolitics of Iran, a closer obser-
vation of Iranians’ image of a leader seems to be of value. In examin-
ing leadership within a particular culture, two initial approaches can be 
considered: etic and emic. While an etic approach uses the constructs 
developed in other cultures in assessing leadership in a culture, an emic 
approach develops constructs from within the culture under investiga-
tion (Ayman & Korabik, 2010). Most empirical studies that have examined 

* This chapter is based on Afshin Bassari’s Master’s thesis
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aspects of Iranians’ implicit leadership theory (e.g. Dastmalchian 
et al., 2001) have used various forms of etic approach. The study presented 
in this chapter used an emic approach, which provides an approach closer 
to the worldly leadership perspective (Jepson, 2009; Turnbull, 2009).

Implicit leadership theory and culture

Implicit leadership theory (ILT) is the schema, or mental image, that 
people hold regarding a leader or leadership (Lord & Maher, 1991). In 
essence, ILT includes traits and behaviours that people expect when they 
think of the leader (Schyns & Meindl, 2005). Depending on the focus 
of the studies, this schema could be about a typical leader (Offermann 
et al., 1994), an ideal leader, or a successful leader (e.g. Heilman et al., 
1989; Epitropaki & Martin, 2005). The presence of implicit leadership 
theory was first introduced by Eden and Leviatan (2005). Its impact 
on people’s judgment of a leader is also illustrated by a series of studies 
(Lord & Maher, 1991). The importance of this concept in measuring 
leader behaviour and leadership effectiveness has been extensively dis-
cussed (Lord & Emrich, 2001; Meindl, 1995).

The focus of this study is on the content of ILT. To understand the 
content of ILT, several major studies were conducted. They started with 
Lord, de Vader, and Alliger (1986) who, through a meta-analysis of pre-
vious studies on leadership characteristics, showed that intelligence, 
masculinity-femininity and dominance are what differentiated lead-
ers from non-leaders. However, because this study was dependent on 
what previous scholars had included in their leadership studies, one 
important point remained unclear: Were these the only characteris-
tics that laypeople considered when thinking of leaders? Or were these 
merely reflecting the ILT of the scholars of leadership? Subsequently, 
Offermann et al. (1994) studied the expectations of men and women, 
both with and without work experience, about a leader, a successful 
leader and a supervisor. Their results showed that the characteristics of 
sensitivity, dedication, tyranny, charisma, attractiveness, masculinity, 
intelligence and strength seemed to be stable regardless of the gender 
of the perceiver and type of leader. Leaders and effective leaders were 
perceived with higher ratings than the supervisors.

Though the 1994 Offermann et al. study did not find the gender of the 
perceiver affecting ILT, others have acknowledged that perceiver char-
acteristics do have an impact on ILT (Foti & Luch, 1992). The potential 
cultural difference on ILT, tested by Gerstner and Day (1994) using a dif-
ferent method, demonstrated that people from various cultures – such 
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as China, France, Germany, Honduras, India, Japan and Taiwan – held 
varying implicit leadership theories. This finding provided some possi-
bility that the content of ILT will vary due to the perceiver’s culture.

Using a different paradigm and primarily focusing on expectations of 
people related to a manager instead of a leader in general, Schein’s series 
of studies (e.g. Schein, 1973; Schein et al.,1989; Schein, 2001) demon-
strated that people’s image of a manager is more aligned with their 
image of a man than a woman. However, more recent studies reported 
that in the United States, women’s image of a manager was less aligned 
with a man than had been true in the past (Duehr & Bono, 2006; Schein 
et al., 1996). Additionally, Runkle and Ayman (1997) found that the 
image held by Caucasian respondents of a manager was more aligned 
with their image of a prototypical Caucasian than of an African 
American. However, the African American respondent’s image of a 
leader was more often Caucasian than African American, thus showing 
that followers’ experiential background may affect their ILT content.

The leadership categorization theories (Hall & Lord, 1995; Lord et al., 
2001) have demonstrated that ILT is context-bound. Similar to social 
psychological theory of connectionist models, evidence showed that 
these expectations are dynamic, flexible and sensitive to the real-time 
constraints of social interaction. Lord et al. (2001) acknowledged four 
contextual constraints for the formation of the ILT content: culture, 
leader’s role, follower’s characteristics and the nature of the task. Thus, 
it is not surprising that the perceiver’s gender or culture may have an 
impact on their expectation of the leader (Hanges et al., 2000).

The Global Leadership and Organizational Behavioural Effectiveness 
(GLOBE) project (House et al., 2004) included about 62 societies and 
studied perception of leadership behaviours in three different types of 
industries. It also addressed culturally endorsed implicit leadership the-
ory (CILT). From an ILT perspective, GLOBE assessed expectations of an 
ideal leader, not a prototypical leader (House et al., 2002). The problem 
with studying people’s expectations of an ideal image of a leader is that 
people mostly agree on that image compared to their expectations of 
a typical leader (e.g. Heilman et al., 1989). In addition, GLOBE’s main 
goal was to find universals; and to that end it used a uniform meas-
ure in all countries, thus losing the potential elements of uniqueness 
within a culture (Jepson, 2009).

Most of the studies on ILT or leadership categorization were initiated 
from North America. Thus, from a cross-cultural study approach, they 
were more etic. However, to fully understand the ILT of a people due to 
their culture, a more emic approach is preferable – that is, an exploration 
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of the indigenous definition of leadership attributes (Ayman, 2004). The 
only study today, which has replicated the 1994 study by Offermann 
et al. of ILT in the United States in another country, is the work in China 
(Ling et al., 2000). The findings by Ling et al. described the prototypi-
cal Chinese leader as having personal morality, goal efficiency, inter-
personal competence and versatility. They also reported that perceivers 
put the highest value on interpersonal competence. These findings 
did not show similarity with the Offermann et al. ILT content in the 
United States. Thus, this further emphasizes the importance of an emic 
approach to ILT in various cultures.

Leadership in Iran

The present study is an emic approach to implicit leadership theory in 
Iran. In order to appreciate this study and its value, we will provide a 
short overview of the country and some cultural aspects before review-
ing some of the leadership studies that have been conducted in Iran.

The country of Iran, known as Persia until 1935, has historically been 
the cradle of culture, civilization and trade in the Middle East, with 
a written history of over 2500 years. Iran has always served as a link 
between the West and the East. With an area of 1,648,195 sq km and 
an estimated population of 76,923,300 (Central Intelligence Agency, 
2010), the country enjoys a wide range of climates and landscapes with 
a mostly semi-arid terrain. Some 21.7 per cent of the population are 
very young, ranging in age from 0 to 14 years; 72.9 per cent are 15–64 
years; 5.4 per cent are 65 years and over (CIA, 2010). The ethnic groups 
are Persians 51 per cent, Azeri 24 per cent, Gilaki and Mazandarani 
8 per cent, Kurd 7 per cent, Arab 3 per cent, Lur 2 per cent, Baloch 2 
per cent, Turkmen 2 per cent, and others 1 per cent (CIA, 2010). The 
official language in Iran is Persian (Farsi), an Indo-European language 
written with the Arabic alphabet, though local symbols and dialects are 
widespread and permitted. As to religion, 98 per cent of the population 
adhere to Islam (89% Shia and 9% Sunni), and the remaining 2 per cent 
are Bahá’í, Zoroastrian, Jewish and Christian (CIA, 2010). Iran seems 
to have the largest market in the Middle East. The country’s GDP (pur-
chasing power parity) in 2009 was $827.1 billion, making the per cap-
ita figure $12,500 (CIA, 2010). Petroleum and petrochemical products 
account for more than 80 per cent of Iran’s exports (CIA, 2010). The 
most populous cities of Iran are Tehran (the capital), Mashad, Tabriz, 
Isfahan and Shiraz. Iran became an Islamic Republic in 1979 after the 
ruling monarchy was overthrown, and the new regime rejected the 
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programmes of modernization and westernization of Iran. The country 
has experienced pronounced social and economical changes since 1979 
(Dastmalchian et al., 2001). The Iranian government and leadership is 
a theocracy and rule by fear which has penetrated all aspect of social 
life in the country.

The following explanation of the changes in Iran was inspired by arti-
cles published in Persian. Socially, religion has become predominant in 
all aspects of life and politicized as a means in the service of political 
ends. It serves as a facade or justification for legitimizing the autocratic 
behaviour of the ruling group. Economically, mineral resources, partic-
ularly oil and gas in international market, have become the main source 
of national income; and sharp increases of some household items to be 
exported to Central Asian countries and steel products to be sold in 
international markets have become a second source of income but to a 
much smaller scale compared to minerals export. Rapid demographic 
changes such as the population doubling in less than three decades and 
rejuvenation of population have increased the capacity of the domestic 
market. Industrial development, however, is lagging behind resulting in 
the increase of the number of young educated unemployed. As a result 
there is a dichotomy of leadership patterns in Iran: traditional autoc-
racy in the public sector and a more western pattern of management in 
the private sector (e.g. Zandian, 2010; Majidi, 2010; Amuzegar, 2010).

Empirical research about leadership in Iran published outside the 
country is meagre and is mostly based on etic approach (e.g. Ayman & 
Chemers, 1983; Dastmalchian et al., 2001). Zonis (1971), through obser-
vation and interview technique, conducted an emic approach to leader-
ship in Iran. He concluded that Iran is a high power distance culture. 
He also mentioned that two factors play an important role in Iranian 
leadership: formality and attention to relationship.

The two etic studies published on Iranian leadership occurred in two 
very different socio-political environments. Ayman and Chemers (1983) 
conducted their study prior to the 1979 revolution. They used a modi-
fied version of a North American measure (Leader Behaviour Description 
Questionnaire) to assess the subordinates’ perceptions of their managers 
in Iran. Their results showed that subordinates described their middle-
level managers’ leader behaviours as both structuring and considerate. 
This leadership was also highly related to the satisfaction and effective-
ness of the manager. Comparing this finding to early work by Chemers 
in Iran (Chemers, 1969), where the Iranian subordinates were describing 
their American supervisors, led Ayman and Chemers to conclude that the 
Iranians perceived the effective leader as a ‘benevolent paternal leader’.
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After the 1979 revolution, as part of the GLOBE research project, 
Dastmalchian et al. (2001) examined culture and leadership in Iran. 
The participants were 300 mid-level managers in three different indus-
tries – food processing, banking and telecommunications – and GLOBE 
leadership behaviour measurement was the instrument. The authors 
concluded that the results showed seven scales: supportive, dictatorial, 
planner, familial, humble, faithful and receptive.

The present study examined the content and factors of the implicit 
leadership theory of Iranian laypeople in present day Iran. This 
expands the previous studies which primarily examined the percep-
tion of managers or executives or workers (e.g. Ayman & Chemers, 
1983; Dastmalchian et al., 2001) on ideal leadership and perception of 
managers in companies. Additionally, it explored people’s ILT due to 
leader’s role, examining the leadership categorization by comparing ILT 
of a leader, a manager or a boss. Finally, it compared the effect of the 
respondent’s gender on their implicit leadership theory.

Methodology

Inspired by the Offermann et al. (1994) and Ling et al. (2000) meth-
odology, this study was conducted in two parts. A pilot study was con-
ducted to identify the Persian terms for leader and also to develop an 
Iranian implicit leadership scale. The main study, with a larger sample, 
examined the implicit leadership theory of Iranians as they think of a 
typical leader or a boss.

Pilot study

Initially, we had trouble selecting an accurate and explanatory word for 
leader in the Persian language. The equivalent word originally would have 
been rahbar. However, in recent decades since the Islamic Revolution, the 
political meaning of the word rahbar in Iran refers to a supreme leader, 
specifically Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini. Therefore, to avoid this con-
fusion, we examined the newspapers and chose the recently coined word 
raahbar instead. (Many Iranian newspapers using this word follow it with 
the English word leader written with the Arabic alphabet.) Additionally, 
we were interested in leadership categorization; therefore, in the pilot 
study, we compared the three roles: (1) leader or raahbar, (2) manager or 
modir and (3) boss or raiis. With the comparison of the descriptions of the 
three different words, we hoped to obtain our best target word.
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Of the 30 adults between the ages of 25 and 65 years who participated 
in the pilot study, all 15 women and 15 men resided in Tehran, Iran. 
On three separate sheets of paper labelled, respectively, raahbar (leader), 
modir (manager) and raiis (boss), we asked each participant to write up 
to ten words or phrases describing characteristics of that person. No 
definitions for these target words were provided, and the time for this 
activity was about 15 minutes for every participant. To prevent order 
biases, the order of these terms were counterbalanced. Subsequently, 
reviewing the 90 sheets of paper, we eliminated redundancies and cre-
ated a measure with 28 items that included those characteristics that 
had at least two endorsements in the first phase (i.e. at least two of our 
participants had listed that characteristic for leader or boss).

After the responses were collected, we asked most of the respondents 
for their feedback regarding what they thought and how they felt about 
the target words. This provided an insight in recognizing the best words 
(terms) to be used in place of leader in Persian. Their comments substan-
tiated that the terms raiis and modir seemed to activate similar images 
in their minds. Also the term raahbar captured the generic equivalent 
to the term leader used in the North American and Western European 
literature. This was further ascertained with the analysis of the list of 
the characteristics we had obtained from them. The findings addressed 
two issues. One, it identified whether these terms are context-specific 
or synonymous. Also, we were able to find a general term similar to the 
word leader used in the English language. Two, the descriptions of these 
terms established the potentially unique implicit leadership theories of 
the participants in Iran. For the second phase, our main study, we chose 
raahbar (which is part of the daily news language) to represent the term 
leader and the word raiis to refer to the boss/manager/supervisor.

Main study

Measures. To further substantiate our preliminary findings and expand 
them, in this comparative study, a scale was developed that included 
both items based on the descriptors collected in the pilot study. 
Participants expressed their level of agreement with each item as it 
depicted – on two separate, labelled sheets – a leader and a boss on a 
7-point Likert-type (1=very highly agree, 7=very highly disagree) scale. 
This arrangement of the agreement continuum adapted the typical US 
orientation so that it was convenient for the Persian participants who 
read right-to-left. During analysis, we reverse-coded these responses so 
that 7.0 represented greatest agreement.
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Participants and data collection procedure

We recruited a total of 420 participants from Tehran and other cities. 
Although most of the participants resided in Tehran, their places of 
origin included different parts of Iran. Due to special conditions in 
Iran and limitations on the researchers, we engaged ten data-collection 
assistants to find qualified participants all over Tehran. Participants 
were given ten minutes to complete the questionnaire. Each question-
naire was kept in a sealed envelope and delivered to us by the selected 
assistant.

Half of the respondents in each subgroup for the leader or boss 
scale were men and half women, all between 25 and 65 years old. 
Demographic data such as age, gender, education, occupation, experi-
ence at being a leader or boss, place of origin and place of residence were 
collected from them. We also conducted a Chi-square test for gender on 
various demographics. The only meaningful differences were observed 
in two variables: occupation, where more men were employed than were 
women; and experience at being a leader or boss, where men had more 
managerial/supervisory experience.

Results

Descriptive statistics

Table 8.1 contains descriptive statistics for item responses in the leader 
and boss conditions. Few responses were missing in either condition. 
Mean item response on a 7-point scale (where 7.0 was ‘very highly 
agree’) ranged from 4.58 to 6.35 for leader and between 4.56 and 6.33 
for boss. The responses tended to be skewed towards agreeing that the 
trait characterized leaders and bosses, which is unsurprising given that 
all 28 characteristics were provided by at least two of the participants 
in the initial stage.

Exploratory factor analysis

Bassari and Ayman (2009) conducted exploratory factor analyses (EFAs) 
on this dataset. They found that models for the two conditions of leader 
and boss had similarities and differences. In both conditions, they 
found four-factor models; and the first three factors (confident; goal 
oriented and considerate) were similar across conditions. However, the 
leader group and the boss group disagreed on the fourth factor (severe 
versus sentimental), and some item loadings on the similar factors were 
apparently different between the two conditions.
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Table 8.1 Descriptive statistics for items under Boss and Leader conditions

Boss Leader
Mean SD Skewness Mean SD Skewness

Loveable 4.88 1.13   0.45 5.25 1.17 –0.16
Goal oriented 6.25 0.96 –1.46 6.35 0.92 –2.07
With perseverance 6.16 0.95 –0.98 6.30 0.94 –1.64
Responsible 6.33 0.92 –1.96 6.50 0.85 –2.31
Sincere 4.56 1.37   0.13 5.06 1.10   0.22
Able to work with 

groups
5.88 1.12 –1.24 5.95 1.09 –1.09

Coach or guide 5.93 1.04 –0.92 6.19 1.06 –1.51
Experienced 5.85 1.07 –0.68 5.93 1.08 –0.57
Reliable 6.22 1.02 –1.25 6.31 0.90 –1.37
Future oriented 5.98 1.00 –0.84 5.75 1.15 –0.73
Kind 4.70 1.27   0.09 4.79 1.12   0.21
Just, fair 6.06 1.15 –1.53 5.75 1.15 –0.67
Powerful 5.88 1.05 –0.71 5.83 1.12 –0.84
Energetic 5.97 0.98 –0.80 5.95 1.08 –1.13
Rational, logical, 

sound mind
6.30 0.98 –1.82 6.26 0.92 –1.23

Planner 5.98 1.00 –1.15 6.12 1.01 –1.29
Eloquent 5.62 1.12 –0.53 5.81 1.15 –0.76

Mean SD Skewness Mean SD Skewness

Witty and 
ingenious

5.38 1.15 –0.44 5.44 1.07 –0.03

Encourager 5.64 1.03 –0.34 5.42 1.07 –0.53
Informed 5.93 1.05 –1.08 5.91 1.02 –0.98
Self-confident 5.97 1.03 –0.91 5.98 1.10 –1.17
Progressive 5.62 1.05 –0.42 5.70 1.14 –0.77
Patient 5.55 1.26 –0.63 5.62 1.22 –0.99
Aware of others 5.64 1.09 –0.40 5.64 1.10 –0.85
Open to criticism 5.62 1.20 –0.60 5.62 1.19 –0.88
Intelligent 5.89 0.91 –0.44 5.85 1.08 –0.76
Decisive 5.79 1.02 –0.60 5.83 1.19 –0.74
Severe 4.63 1.09   0.27 4.58 1.24   0.07

Note: N=204–206 for boss; N=200–203 for leader.

We chose to re-analyse the data using EFA for three reasons. First, in 
the former study, the authors used orthogonal rotation to determine 
the number of factors. From a psychometric perspective, we feel that 
oblique rotation is more appropriate than orthogonal rotation because 
dimensions of psychological models are unlikely to be uncorrelated and 
orthogonal rotation includes an implausible assumption.
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Table 8.2 Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) factor loadings for Leader and Boss 
conditions

Leader Boss
F1 F2 F3 F1 F2 F3

Loveable 0.25 0.47

Goal oriented 0.68 0.45

With perseverance 0.61 0.47

Responsible 0.63 0.76

Sincere 0.75 0.57

Able to work with groups 0.50 0.52

Coach or guide 0.71 0.36

Experienced 0.44 0.18

Reliable 0.57 0.50

Future oriented 0.63 0.37

Kind 0.84 0.83

Just, fair 0.35 0.65

Powerful 0.68 0.55

Energetic 0.64 0.36
Rational, logical, sound 

mind 0.74 0.62

Planner 0.62 0.42

Eloquent 0.62 0.48

Witty and ingenious 0.57 0.49

Encourager 0.39 0.51

Informed 0.62 0.46

Self-confident 0.67 0.55

Progressive 0.67 0.47

Patient –.40 0.49

Aware of others 0.47 0.38

Open to criticism –.50 0.55

Intelligent 0.70 0.30

Decisive 0.64 0.78
Severe 0.65 0.43

Note: Loadings with magnitude below 0.20 are not presented.

Second, determining the number of factors to extract and rotate is 
a sensitive judgment call in any EFA analysis, and we wished to use 
parallel analysis to determine the number of factors to retain. Parallel 
analysis has been shown to recover dimensions better than alternatives 
(Franklin et al., 1995).
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Third, we also hoped that we might find a baseline model for con-
firmatory factor analyses (CFA) that fits both leader and boss responses 
using the same structure. We actually analysed the entire sample as 
well as each condition separately.

Two separate EFAs were conducted using all 28 items, with maximum 
likelihood as the extraction method and direct oblimin as the rotation 
method. Besides examining the screen plot, eigenvalues and percentage 
of variance explained, parallel analysis (PA) was also involved in deter-
mining the number of factors. Parallel analysis can be thought of as an 
improvement upon Kaiser’s rule: the situation in which all the factors 
are uncorrelated is simulated, and those eigenvalues are overplotted 
on the real-data screen plot. Only factors that have eigenvalues greater 
than the simulated ‘noise’ factor analysis are retained.

In both conditions, the parallel analysis supported a three-factor model 
because the fourth eigenvalues of EFA were less than their respective PA 
eigenvalues. Table 8.2 shows the pattern of each model and item load-
ings on each factor for the two conditions. These results paint a picture 
of fairly different results for the two conditions. The leader EFA results 
seem to have a strong first factor, whereas the boss EFA results show more 
multidimensionality. The solutions would be most similar if one assumed 
that factor one (F1) of the leader condition broke into two factors, F1 and 
F3, in the boss condition while F2 was shared between both conditions.

For the leader condition, the items loaded on F1 represent a charis-
matic leader: one who brings hope, is knowledgeable and eloquent, and 
is visionary and just. F2 is primarily representative of other directed 
qualities: awareness of others, openness to criticism and kindness. For 
the boss condition, F1 shows an image of being conscientious, goal ori-
ented, and skilled at working with others. F2 characterizes a person 
who gives primarily affective support. F3 represents a mover, one who 
is strong, knowledgeable, energetic, ingenious, self-confident, decisive 
and an encourager.

Confirmatory factor analysis

We prepared a covariance matrix for analysis by estimating polychoric 
correlations of the (pairwise) available data and then converting to covari-
ances. Although the indicator variables were frequently skewed, Maximum 
Likelihood (ML) estimation has been found to be robust to this type of 
skew (Hau & Marsh, 2004). LISREL 8.80 was used for all analyses.

Our strategy was to build up a model from leader responses and then 
apply it to boss condition to test its fitness. If there was no difference, 
the model would fit both samples equally well. Alternatively, if the 
structures of leader and boss images were truly different, then a model 
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developed from responses in either the boss or leader conditions would 
not fit the data from the other condition. Instead, an independent 
model would be needed for both the leader and the boss conditions.

Model 1 shown in Figure 8.1 was established based on the EFA results 
of leader responses; thus, it was a ‘leader model’. After an initial model 
was fit, modification indices indicated a curious pattern: uniquenesses 
between items 1 and 2, 2 and 3, 3 and 4, and so on should be freed. This 
indicates that there was a response bias in which respondents had a 
tendency to repeat their response on subsequent items (without regard 
to the content of the item). Table 8.3 shows the improvement in fit due 
to this model change. Thus, freeing all the theta-delta values below 
the diagonal (i.e. allowing sequentially contiguous items to have shared 
unique variance – beyond the shared variance implied by the latent 
variable structure) significantly increased fit and was readily explain-
able as a response bias; so this feature was included in all CFA models.

After freeing the subdiagonal covariations, modification indices 
strongly suggested three additional modifications that we felt were the-
oretically justified: item 28 cross-loaded on F2; item 24 cross-loaded on 
F3; and uniquenesses of items 5 and 11 correlated. Although some other 
changes were also suggested, they were not interpretable conceptually. 
Thus Model 1, the leader model, has three factors:

F1 – items 1, 3, 4, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 20, 21, 22,  ●

26, 27
F2 – items 5, 11, 19, 28 ●

F3 – items 23, 24, 25, 28 ●

Model 2, the boss model, was built according to the EFA results of 
the boss sample. It is shown in Figure 8.2. As in the leader model, the 
uniquenesses of consecutive items were allowed to covary, and addi-
tional modifications were made where conceptually interpretable. Our 
final boss model also had three factors:

F1 – items 2, 3, 4, 6, 7, 9, 10, 12, 15, 16, 23, 24, 25 ●

F2 – items 1, 5, 11 ●

F3 – items 8, 13, 14, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 26, 27, 28 ●

Table 8.4 presents goodness-of-fit statistics for both models, which showed 
moderately good fit but not very good fit. For the leader model (Model 
1), CFI=0.96, GFI=0.81 and RMSEA=0.073. Fitting the leader model to 
responses in the boss condition produced acceptable fit: CFI=0.93, 
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Figure 8.1 Model 1 based on Leader responses



148 Roya Ayman, Alan D. Mead, Afshin Bassari and Jialin Huang

Table 8.3 Goodness-of-fit evidence for a ‘consecutive item’ response bias
Fixed (zero) subdiagonal 

uniquenesses
Freely estimated uniquenesses

Model Χ2 df Χ2/df CFI GFI RMSEA Χ2 df Χ2/df CFI GFI RMSEA

1 916.94 347 2.64 0.93 0.75 0.093 719.35 320 2.25 0.95 0.80 0.079

2 773.10 347 2.23 0.92 0.79 0.076 574.65 320 1.80 0.95 0.84 0.060

Note: Fixed (zero) subdiagonal uniquenesses indicates models that ignore response bias. 
Freely estimated uniquenesses indicates models that allow consecutive items to have 
correlated errors. Model 1 was the leader model (developed from leader responses); Model 2 
was the boss model (developed from boss responses).

GFI=0.80 and RMSEA=0.077. However, the boss model (Model 2) fit boss 
responses better: CFI=0.95, GFI=0.84 and RMSEA=0.060. Similarly, the 
fit of the boss model to responses from the leader condition was barely 
adequate, while the leader model fit these data well (see Table 8.4, bot-
tom row). These results suggest that a hypothesis of shared structure 
across the leader and boss samples is not completely rejected (because the 
leader model fits the boss data moderately well), but an even better fit was 
obtained using different leader and boss models (Model 1, developed on 
the leader data, fits the leader data better; Model 2, developed on the boss 
data, fits the boss data better).

In terms of item loadings on factors, each condition seemed to have 
different patterns, as shown in Table 8.5. For the ‘leader’ model, leader 
and boss responses showed different loadings on the same item. All item 
loadings of the leader sample were moderate (between 0.30 and 0.70) or 
above. However, for the boss responses, most loadings were moderate, 
and some were below 0.30. Item loadings of the boss group on the boss 
model followed the same trend as on the leader model.

Mean comparison for each item on gender

In order to test whether gender differences existed in perceptions of leader 
and boss, independent group t-tests were performed for each item. As shown 
in Table 8.6, there were few significant gender differences. Men’s expecta-
tion of leaders, as compared to women’s, were higher for ‘future oriented’ 
and ‘just, fair’ and lower for ‘eloquent’ and ‘informed’. Women’s expecta-
tions of a typical boss were significantly higher than men’s on ‘able to work 
with groups’, ‘reliable’ and ‘open to criticism’ and lower on ‘severe’.

Discussion and conclusion

This study’s main goal was to examine the content of Iranians’ ILT 
and to test if this content is universal or if it is context-specific based 
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Table 8.4 Goodness-of-fit statistics for models applied to same and other samples

Model Sample Χ2 df Χ2/df CFI GFI RMSEA

Model 1 Leader 662.34 318 2.08 0.96 0.81 0.073
Model 1 Boss 676.65 318 2.11 0.93 0.80 0.077
Model 2 Boss 574.65 320 1.80 0.95 0.84 0.060
Model 2 Leader 725.74 320 2.27 0.95 0.78 0.090
Note: Model 1 was the leader model (developed from leader responses); Model 2 was the boss 
model (developed from boss responses).

Table 8.5 Factor loadings for Leader and Boss models applied to Leader and Boss 
conditions

Leader Model 
in Leader 
Condition

Leader 
Model in 

Boss Condition
Boss Model in 

Boss Condition 

Boss Model 
in Leader 
Condition

F1 F2 F3 F1 F2 F3 F1 F2 F3 F1 F2 F3

Loveable 0.33 0.19 0.64 0.42

Goal oriented 0.60 0.57 0.58 0.60

With 
perseverance

0.58 0.56 0.55 0.61

Responsible 0.59 0.58 0.67 0.61

Sincere 0.42 0.19 0.66 0.81
Able to work 

with groups
0.60 0.45 0.50 0.63

Coach or guide 0.71 0.48 0.46 0.72

Experienced 0.50 0.31 0.29 0.50

Reliable 0.56 0.52 0.52 0.58

Future oriented 0.63 0.57 0.56 0.63

Kind 0.31 0.32 0.68 0.67

Just, fair 0.45 0.60 0.62 0.48

Powerful 0.68 0.65 0.68 0.69

Energetic 0.65 0.59 0.63 0.66

Rational, 
logical, 
sound mind

0.66 0.53 0.58 0.67

Planner 0.63 0.64 0.65 0.62

Eloquent 0.64 0.52 0.55 0.66

Witty and 
ingenious

0.57 0.59 0.63 0.58

Encourager 0.63 0.59 0.61 0.50

Continued
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Leader Model 
in Leader 
Condition

Leader 
Model in 

Boss Condition
Boss Model in 

Boss Condition 

Boss Model 
in Leader 
Condition

F1 F2 F3 F1 F2 F3 F1 F2 F3 F1 F2 F3

Informed 0.66 0.56 0.57 0.68

Self-confident 0.59 0.43 0.51 0.61

Progressive 0.64 0.62 0.65 0.66

Patient 0.74 0.55 0.45 0.43

Aware of others 0.84 0.59 0.44 0.52

Open to 
criticism

0.75 0.78 0.60 0.51

Intelligent 0.67 0.40 0.40 0.69

Decisive 0.56 0.50 0.58 0.59

Severe 1.00 –.89 0.54 –.42 0.24 0.28

Table 8.6 Results of T-test for each item between gender groups

Leader Boss
Female Male prob Female Male prob

Loveable 5.17 5.33 ns 4.78 4.98 ns

Goal oriented 6.33 6.37 ns 6.24 6.27 ns

With perseverance 6.29 6.30 ns 6.11 6.21 ns

Responsible 6.46 6.54 ns 6.38 6.29 ns

Sincere 5.04 5.08 ns 4.58 4.55 ns

Able to work with 
groups

6.09 5.8 ns 6.01 5.75 <.01

Coach or guide 6.23 6.15 ns 5.85 6.02 ns

Experienced 5.94 5.91 ns 5.85 5.86 ns

Reliable 6.30 6.31 ns 6.31 6.12 <.05

Future oriented 5.59 5.91 <.05 5.98 5.97 ns

Kind 4.8 4.79 ns 4.76 4.64 ns

Just, fair 5.70 5.80 <.05 6.14 5.97 ns

Powerful 5.83 5.83 ns 5.81 5.95 ns

Energetic 5.99 5.90 ns 6.01 5.93 ns

Rational, logical, 
sound mind

6.3 6.22 ns 6.31 6.29 ns

Table 8.5 Continued

Continued
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on the role of the leader or the gender of the respondent. The results of 
the confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) and t-tests demonstrated that 
these contextual factors did contribute both in the structure of the 
ILT content and in the endorsement of one characteristic more than 
another.

Some studies in the past have used a form of factor analysis to exam-
ine similarity or difference between factors related to leaders’ roles (e.g. 
Foti et al., 1982); however, other studies (Ling et al., 2000; Offermann 
et al., 1994; Gerstner & Day, 1994) examined mean differences. In this 
study, we tested the effect of leader’s role using a stringent statistical 
tool of CFA. Based on this analysis and subsequent follow-ups, it became 
clear that the attributes did not cluster similarly for the two conditions: 
leader and boss. The leader condition had two distinct factors where, in 
F1, the leader is charismatic and in F2, other-directed. However, when 
examining the factors in the boss condition, the concept of being an 
encourager and loveable is no longer on FI; F1 represents a strong leader, 
F2 a loveable one and F3 a mover.

These findings further elaborate on the findings of Offermann et al. 
(1994), because they did not do a comparison on the structure of the 
ILT content but rather examined mean differences. This study shows 
that the differences found in that study, at least in the Iranian sample, 

Leader Boss
Female Male prob Female Male prob

Planner   6.2 6.04 ns 6.01 5.95 ns

Eloquent 5.95 5.66 <.01 5.72 5.51 ns

Witty and ingenious 5.44 5.44 ns 5.45 5.31 ns

Encourager 5.31 5.53 ns 5.68 5.60 ns

Informed 6.01 5.81 <.05 5.95 5.90 ns

Self-confident 5.83 6.13 ns 5.93 6.01 ns

Progressive 5.71 5.69 ns 5.62 5.63 ns

Patient 5.67 5.58 ns 5.67 5.43 ns

Aware of others  5.5 5.78 ns 5.76 5.51 ns

Open to criticism 5.58 5.65 ns 5.75 5.48 <.05

Intelligent 5.75 5.95 ns 5.90 5.89 ns

Decisive 5.84 5.82 ns 5.73 5.85 ns

Severe 4.53 4.63 ns 4.58 4.68 <.05

Table 8.6 Continued
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are not just endorsement but that the two roles are distinct. Similar to 
studies like Foti et al., the distinction between the image of a typical 
leader and that of a boss is based on fundamentally different charac-
teristics. The leader is expected to incorporate more of the potentially 
present attributes at the same time whether they are other-directed or 
not, whereas the boss can be more focused on the job, fairness, caring 
about people, or being a mover.

The results for perceiver’s gender difference effect on the endorse-
ment of the attributes for each condition showed that, overall, there 
are some similarities. But these finding also showed some differences. 
This study shows a different result from the studies conducted in China 
(Ling et al., 2000) and the United States (Offermann et al., 1994) where 
no gender difference was found. It is possible that if these studies had 
also examined gender difference at attribute level, they would have 
found some differences. In their studies, the mean difference was con-
ducted at the factor level.

Methodologically, this study shows how CFA can be used in an 
exploratory mode. Although the model fit here must be confirmed in 
independent samples, the use of CFA offered us two primary advantages 
over EFA. First, CFA models have a well-developed literature on model-
data fit that allowed us to carefully review the fit of competing models 
and to determine which models fit the data best, and thus which mod-
els describe the data best. In contrast, in EFA all models are assumed to 
fit well. Furthermore, CFA models provide a more rigorous comparison 
between groups than can be achieved using EFA.

Also, finding the contiguous-item response bias is interesting, and 
highlights the flexibility of CFA models to fit data that violate the 
assumptions of EFA and might therefore cause inaccurate findings. We 
know of no prior work that found these response biases, and it is unclear 
whether it is unique to Iranians or can be found more widely. Although 
we modelled the bias by allowing all contiguous items to share unique 
variance, some item pairs were more affected, which would make per-
fect sense for unlike characteristics that happen to be contiguous. It was 
necessary in this study to use paper measures, but future research using 
computerized measures might ameliorate this problem by randomizing 
the presentation order of the items for each respondent.

Finally, in reviewing the results of this study in comparison with the 
two other emic studies on ILT, some similarities emerge. There seems to be 
some validity to the concept of a charismatic leader, but the meaning of it 
is very different from one culture to another, which makes the use of the 
term uninformative. In addition, similar to Ayman and Chemers’ 1983 
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findings and different from the 1994 findings of Offermann et al., Iranians 
today seem to expect that attributes representing dedication, attractive-
ness, masculinity, intelligence and strength are all on one factor, not on 
separate factors. Interestingly in this study, unlike that of Offermann et 
al., tyranny and male were not part of this list of characteristics generated 
for the leader or the supervisor by the Iranians in the sample.

This study’s results also did not show much resemblance to the Chinese 
findings (Ling et al., 2000) where issue of morality and interpersonal compe-
tence had distinct factors. In the Iranian list of attributes, the presence of 
individual morality and interpersonal competence was not as strongly rep-
resented, but they were included within other factors. This shows, perhaps, 
that Iranians are culturally bridging the Eastern and Western cultures.

Comparing these findings with other studies that were conducted in 
Iran, the similarity between the two sets of factors is not high. Of course, 
the charismatic leadership seems to be present; but it is important to 
point out the several key differences between the two studies. In the 
Dastmalchian et al. (2001) study, the measure was an etic measure that 
was universally agreed upon by the GLOBE scholars. Also, they only 
used managers and executives in the study; they used the term leaders 
in organizations; and they did not report if any women were part of their 
study. This study used a generic term for leader and a second term that 
reflected an organizational position of leadership. It also used a snowball 
method of sampling; and it included laypeople with various levels of 
work and education experience, as well as men and women. Considering 
the social conditions in Iran, it is possible the sample in the earlier study 
focused on only those who have or are associated with political power 
and are privileged in Iran, that is, Shiite Muslim men. This could be part 
of the reason for the differences in the findings. Also, it is important 
to be mindful of terms used for the concept of leadership when cross-
cultural studies on leadership are conducted. In some cultures, it is very 
hard to find a generic term for leader, which could be indicative of that 
culture’s contextualization of leadership based on role. This may remind 
us of Misumi’s PM model (1985) in Japan, where he emphasized that the 
behaviours be embedded in the role of the leader.

While the sample of this study was sufficient for the purposes of this 
study, it was not based on a random sample of the population of Tehran. 
Though the sample did represent some individuals from various eth-
nic groups, it is not representative of all Iranians. Future research can 
expand and better understand similarities and differences that may 
exist between rural and urban populations and different ethnic and 
religious groups within Iran.
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The findings in this study reaffirmed that the concept of leadership 
and the expectations of a leader are not universal, and that it is impor-
tant for expatriate managers to be more attentive to cultural norms. In 
addition, these findings also supported the notion that, in Iran, focus-
ing on the people aspect or the task aspect of the leader’s role will contra-
dict the cultural expectations. Iranians expect their leaders to be both 
cognitively and interpersonally competent. There is an old saying in 
Iran that ‘To be learned is easy but to be a true human being is very 
difficult’.
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Leadership in the Arab Middle East: 
Does the Islamic Tradition Provide a 
Basis for ‘Worldly Leadership’?
David Weir

Introduction

The premise of this chapter is that an effective model of ‘worldly lead-
ership’ will not necessarily come from the uni-linear expansion of the 
Western model but may depend on the successful harmonizing of these 
practices with other cultural traditions (see Mangaliso, 1991). But if 
one model of ‘worldly leadership’ is to prevail, arguably the Muslim 
traditions offer alternative models to the largely Western paradigms of 
organization and enterprise that have dominated research in leadership 
studies hitherto. Undoubtedly the world economy is becoming more 
globalized, but because markets do not entail cultures, for markets can 
inhabit and co-exist with a diversity of cultures, there are increasing 
intimations that the Western approach may be time-expired. Moreover 
there are strong grounds for doubting that globalization must neces-
sarily imply the homogenization of leadership cultures in some post-
modern melting-pot mélange. So it may make more sense now to look 
forward to competing versions of what is implied in adjectives like 
‘worldly’.

Consequently, this chapter seeks to enlarge the discourse of leader-
ship by drawing attention to leadership styles in the largely Muslim 
countries of Northern Africa and the Middle East (the MENA region) 
as well as in the Muslim countries of Pakistan, Indonesia and Malaysia. 
Together these regions comprise the ‘Middle World’. The chapter will 
also point to some aspects of the leadership styles preferred in the 
Middle World as offering competing advantages in terms of alternative 
paradigms of ‘worldliness’.

S. Turnbull et al. (eds.), Worldly Leadership
© Palgrave Macmillan, a division of Macmillan Publishers Limited 2012 
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Many economists claim that developing countries can speed up 
their process of development by promoting the transfer of knowledge 
from developed countries, often through the medium of multinational 
firms (Baranson, 1970; Caves, 1974; Wu & Miao, 2009). Defenders of 
this claim presuppose that if developing countries adapt themselves to 
the knowledge available in more ‘advanced’ or ‘developed’ societies like 
those of the Western world, their economies will improve (Karsten & 
Illa, 2001). To a considerable extent the discourse of ‘leadership’ has fol-
lowed this pattern, and the discourses of ‘traditionalism’ and ‘conserva-
tism’ are used to privilege Western discourse and disqualify or devalue 
those of other origins. The learning is implicitly assumed to be one way, 
from the west to the east or from north to south.

There are several reasons for proposing that the Islamic traditions can 
provide a basis for a globalized ‘worldly’ leadership.

First, because of the favourable demography, the widespread location 
of Muslims in practically every part of the world and the increasing 
solidity of Muslim presence in the heartlands of the Middle World.

Second, because Islam is also, like Christianity, but unlike Judaism or 
Shinto, for example, a religion that claims universal application: it is in 
fact a Unicist religion, in the sense that it tends towards an end-state of 
unity and these concepts are at the core of its belief systems. This word 
Unicity is not, as is sometimes claimed, a neologism, but has a precise 
connotation in this context. The OED gives the definition of ‘Unicity’ as 
‘the fact of being or consisting of one, or of being united as a whole’ and 
this is a very precise summary of the intrinsic nature of Islam as a cultural 
force. This is not the place for a theological discourse but it is impossible to 
understand the concepts of ‘Tawhid’ or of ‘Ummah’, for instance, without 
comprehending that in Islam there is a strongly integrative meme around 
the one-ness of all creation. Ummah denotes the whole collectivity of 
believers. Leaders in this tradition have a special responsibility to pro-
tect the Ummah by their decisions. One theological commentator notes 
‘Tawhid is the realization that God is One, is the Creator and Master of 
creation. He alone is the ultimate cause of all that is, as well as the ultimate 
end of all that was, is or will be’ (Al Faruqi, 1985).

Third, because Islam is a belief system that perceives itself histori-
cally as incorporative of other competing traditions and is theoretically 
simple (Tripp, 2006).

Finally, because the leadership styles of this region are by no means 
incompatible with the postmodern realities of ‘worldly leadership’.

Islam is the dominant mode of thought in the Middle World, and 
is a growing force throughout Africa. But this is by no means a static 



160 David Weir

situation implying the persistence of archaic or ‘traditional’ patterns 
that must over time become eroded in favour of some more contem-
porary model of agnosticism, secularity, diversity or multiculturalism. 
Per contra, there is evidence that the influence of Islam is becoming in 
many ways more pronounced and emphatic and that it is the previous 
cultural diversity of this region that is becoming attenuated. Fisk claims 
‘... across the Middle East, it is the same story of despairing – some-
times frightened – Christian minorities, and of an exodus that reaches 
almost Biblical proportions ...’ (Fisk, 2010) and Fisk’s claims are echoed 
by other researchers.

In principle Islam is a pattern of behaviours and beliefs that affect the 
whole of human life, and business and management are not regarded 
as exempt domains within which normal communal obligations do not 
apply; economic activity is subject to the same moral frameworks as 
those regulating society at large. The practical obligations of the five 
pillars of Islam (Testimony of Faith, Duty of Prayer, Provision of Zakat, 
Self-mortification and Purification – including the Duty of Fasting dur-
ing Ramadan, and Obligation to make the Hajj to Mecca) comprise 
the foundations of the ethical behaviour of any believer and behav-
iours which are incompatible with these understandings are Haram or 
unworthy and will not survive.

Islamic regulation is a continually evolving set of principles, interpreted 
in the light of contemporary experience, not a fixed and unalterable set 
of dogmas. The community of believers, the Ummah, represents the 
totality of those who accept the principles of Islam and to whom, there-
fore this regulation applies. It represents also a massive internal market 
for goods and services of all kinds and we are currently studying the 
implications of ‘halal’ as a brand with intimations of universality (Ijaz 
& Weir, 2010).

The discourse of ‘traditionalism’ is often used to implicate the Muslim 
world in a discourse seen as somehow pre-modern or anti-modern, but 
this is misleading. Muslim societies are no more nor less ‘traditional’ 
than other societies, and Islam itself is a diverse, evolving and dynamic 
set of belief systems with many emergent aspects. These are societies 
where change is endemic, rather than ones of unquestioned and unex-
amined societal stasis. But it is important also not to fall into the trap 
of adopting the discredited discourse of ‘orientalism’ as trenchantly cri-
tiqued by Said and characterize this region in terms of irrelevant but 
presumed universal models (Said, 1978). Islam has been considered by 
Geertz (1968) as a universalizing culture and Redfield (1956) distin-
guished between world religions in terms of ‘great tradition’ and ‘little 
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tradition’. It is realistic to conceive of Islam as a ‘great tradition’ that 
comprises many local, even subaltern ‘little traditions’ with powerful 
integrating features (Asad, 1986, 1993).

The annual rates of increase of Christianity and Islam in terms of 
demography and population growth rates are similar but Huntington 
predicts that Islam will overtake Christianity by the year 2025 
(Huntington, 1993). Christianity’s total number of adherents is grow-
ing at about 2.3 per cent annually, approximately equal to the growth 
rate of the world’s population. Islam is growing faster: about 2.9 per 
cent (Barrett, 2001).

The impact of Islam on business and management, including Islamic 
finance, is increasing in the global economy. As recently as 1988 Ariff 
was able to claim that ‘Islamic banking is a new phenomenon that 
has taken many observers by surprise’ (Ariff, 1988) but now Islamic 
finance is growing very strongly, not merely in Muslim countries 
but also around the world, for ‘...  banks are building up their Islamic 
finance units in the wake of the global credit crisis, tapping into a nas-
cent industry estimated at $700 billion to $1 trillion in asset size and a 
15–20 percent annual growth rate’ (Reuters, 2009). The introduction of 
broad macroeconomic and structural reforms in financial systems, the 
liberalization of capital movements, privatization and the global inte-
gration of financial markets did not, as predicted, favour only the exist-
ing Western-oriented finance and banking institutions but also Islamic 
finance, with the introduction of innovative and new Islamic products 
for non-traditional markets creating new levels of sophistication (Zaher 
& Hassan, 2001).

Management philosophies in the Middle World

Every major economic system re-creates in its business activity and 
management practices a recognizable pattern of beliefs and processes 
that relates in a functional and supportive way to the generic culture 
in which it is embedded. In previous writing we coined the term ‘the 
fourth paradigm’ to characterize the leadership practices of the Middle 
World (Weir, 1998). It may be precisely in the relative strengths of this 
tradition that a comparative advantage in the global world of the twenty-
first century may lie.

First, it is networking rather than hierarchy that represents the domi-
nant model of business organization in this tradition; this is probably 
the first aspect of leadership that Westerners typically come into contact 
with when they do business in the Middle World. This networking is 
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often characterized as ‘wasta’ and like ‘guanxi’ in the Chinese world, this 
involves a social network of interpersonal connections rooted in fam-
ily and kinship ties, but generating power, influence and information-
sharing through social and politico-business networks. Wasta is central 
to leadership. Just as guanxi has positive connotations of networking 
and negative ones of corruption, so too does wasta as the creation of 
opportunity for others (Hutchings & Weir, 2005). Many younger leaders 
are critical of wasta, but admit nonetheless that it will continue to form 
the basis of organizational leadership for the foreseeable future.

The basic rule of leadership in this model is to establish a relation-
ship first, build connections and only actually come to the heart of the 
intended business at later meetings. This process is very time-consum-
ing, yet once a relationship has been established verbal contracts are 
often treated as absolute and an individual’s word is regarded as his/her 
bond so that failure to meet verbally agreed obligations will certainly 
lead to a termination of a business relationship. Leaders are supposed to 
be able to profit from wasta connections: a leader without good wasta is 
in this culture practically inconceivable.

Traditionally, the head of a family or shaykh performed wasta serv-
ices and more recently the term has also generalized, to comprise the 
seeking of benefits from government (Cunningham & Sarayrah, 1993, 
p. 9). The title of ‘shaykh’ embodies both implications of seniority and 
leadership and also of possession of personal ethical standing qualify-
ing the holder to act as mediator or intercessory. The role of wasta has 
mutated from being the expected duties of a tribal shaykh to implying 
some special interpersonal competences of the leader. Though wasta 
pervades the culture in all significant decision-making throughout the 
Middle World, it is not usually mentioned by most academic writers, 
nor is it often openly discussed by leaders in these cultures themselves. 
Partly this is because wasta has come to be a focus of criticism among 
Western expatriates and some younger indigenous Westernized leaders 
because it is presumed to imply ‘traditional’ and pre-rational norms.

It is important to disentangle these more recent, corrupted uses of the 
terminology from the essential underpinnings of the concept based in 
belief systems supporting leadership claims, rooted in wider networks 
of social reciprocation and sustained by deep-rooted patterns of belief 
and psychic strength in the community. ‘Wasta is not practised only 
because it is socially advantageous but because it is perceived to be right 
and to reinforce community standards of ethical behaviour, because 
“family ties are perceived to imply mandatory obligations to help” ’ 
(Cunningham & Sarayrah, 1993, p. 114).
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Wasta leadership requires a supportive framework of generally hon-
ourable dealing to be effective in terms of spiritual assumptions and 
behavioural practices, and this framework and its discourse is rooted 
in Islam.

Among other qualities of leadership, experience and seniority are 
especially venerated but ascent to a leadership position does not occur 
by the operation of simplistic formulae, even that of overt seniority. The 
over-riding criterion is that of the best-qualified person to undertake 
the duties of leadership. The choice is made by the senior representa-
tives of those who will be most affected by the outcome. The principle 
applies even to Kings and Emirs, where the method of primogeniture 
used in Western monarchies does not strictly apply. Even in royal fami-
lies, therefore, it is not necessarily the eldest who will be chosen, but the 
one who in the judgement of the responsible elders is perceived as the 
most likely to succeed as a leader.

The third major dimension of leadership is that of the family structures 
underpinning the matrix of social relationships and business organi-
zation. As the leadership culture is primarily verbal, great importance 
attaches to the correct positioning of individuals in terms of such famil-
ial designations as ‘father’ and ‘uncle’ and when these terms are met with 
in organizational contexts they invariably carry quite specific connota-
tions. To be a leader is to be in some sense a ‘father’ to followers.

Leadership attributes are sometimes explained in terms of ‘stories’ 
that at first hearing appear to carry no definite organizational mean-
ings but may turn out to have important significance in placing the 
story-teller or the listener in a social situation where obligations may 
be implicit.

Although originally based upon family loyalty, wasta relationships 
expand to encompass the broader community of friends and acquaint-
ances and reinforce family ties, thereby connecting the individual to the 
wider economy and polity. Thus where a close family member appears 
at the office of even quite a senior leader, it is regarded as improper for 
the demands of organizational hierarchy to take precedence over the 
obligations due to family. The role-models of business leadership are 
found in family structures where the opportunity of personal contact 
prevails. Leaders are meant to be sometimes directly accessible rather 
than always distant. Accessibility is supported by diwan styles of deci-
sion making and diwan-like wasta is a master interpretative category of 
discourse with powerful symbolic implications (Weir, 2009).

The diwan is a room with low seats around the walls, found in one 
guise or other in every Arab home but also well-known under other 
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titles throughout Iran, Indonesia and many parts of the Indian subcon-
tinent as a place of decision as well as of social intercourse. In diwan, 
decisions are the outcome of processes of information exchange, prac-
tised listening, questioning and the interpretation and confirmation of 
informal as well as formal meanings. While decisions of the diwan are 
enacted by the leader, they need to be owned by all, ensuring commit-
ment based on respect for both position and process. While seniority 
and effectiveness are significant, to be a powerful leader the concurrent 
consent of those involved has to be sought, and symbolized in the proc-
ess of the diwan (Weir, 2011).

In diwan leaders are expected to take decisions, taking time to consult 
those whose views need to be heard and those who may not otherwise 
have been heard because of their low hierarchical positions. Leaders 
may use the model of diwan as a virtual structure enabling them to tai-
lor decision-outcomes to constituencies of power and influence and to 
assure all relevant parties that there has been an opportunity for their 
voices to be heard (Weir, 2008).

Leaders do not have to be clear and direct to be effective, for ambigu-
ity may be celebrated rather than avoided, delay is as much an art-form 
as a tactic, and words are important for their sonority as much as for 
their denotative meaning. Poetry and the magic of language are per-
ceived as essential aspects of performance, rather than as unnecessary 
and misleading frills. Poets like Mahmoud Darwish are superstars in 
the Middle World with enormous influence on political and business 
leaders. Leaders who are also poets and artists with words are especially 
respected. Metaphor and implication mediate abstracted, positivistic 
rationality, so the giving of overt reasons for decision outcomes may 
be avoided even where seemingly obvious. Causality is not insistently 
sought after in explanations of leadership decisions, for the linear logics 
central to Western analysis are regarded as only one of the appropriate 
modalities for establishing truth.

A central concept of leadership embodied in and practised through-
out the cultures is that of ‘the just ruler’ (Sachedina, 1988). The associa-
tion of authority with justice stems directly from the Quran and several 
hadiths that are well-known and quoted. Thus one hadith states ‘the 
just will be seated upon pulpits of light ... those who are fair with regards 
to their judgement and their family and those who are under them ... a 
just successful ruler’.

The classic statements of the qualities expected of the ‘just ruler’ can 
be found in the writings of Ibn Khaldun who stated that the office of 
the Caliph ‘demands perfection in attributes and manners’ but the rela-
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tionship between leader and follower is a reciprocal one because ‘only 
the community which can recognize and give allegiance to a man of 
this description is worthy of living under the regime of Law’ (Mahdi, 
1964). This ideal of just rulership is derived from the first system of 
government established in Islam, representing the political unity of the 
Muslim Ummah; it is by no means a dead concept but may be referred 
to as a template of appropriate standards of contemporary leadership.

The precise qualifications for a perfect leader are that he must have 
knowledge of the Law to the extent of being able to make appropriate 
interpretations personally, but more than this his decisions must be just 
in themselves and in their effect so that those appointed by the leader 
must also meet these criteria. The leader must be personally courageous 
and be able to create the solidarity necessary for engaging in combat 
among his followers and must be competent in the administration of 
the organization. It is this competence which leads to the ability to pro-
tect religion and manage collective interests.

Thus there are elements of what we could describe as transactional 
leadership at the heart of this depiction and it is clearly on the mastery 
of the transactional duties that the display of the transformational per-
formances rest. Combining the notions of justice, authority and diwan 
enables a characterization of these styles of leadership as ‘consultative 
autocracy’ with both elements necessary for the fulfilment of just ruler-
ship. It is in diwan that the individual social action becomes the col-
lective responsibility and the personal option becomes the networked 
opportunity. For while diwan is a highly ordered interactional event, 
it is also a model for virtual bonding and extension because in diwan, 
we observe a characteristic pattern of social networking that reinforces 
existing strong bonds of family and kinship and draws trusted newcom-
ers into a pre-existing network.

Of course the idea of the ‘just ruler’ is not unique to the Muslim world 
and Leach points out that it is also central in the Confucian tradition 
(Leach, 1960). The concept can be traced back at least as far as Plato. 
But it is a meme that is very widespread in Islam and it is commonly 
met with for instance as a justification for opposition to a regime, for 
example that of Saddam Hussein, that the ruler has acted unjustly. The 
interpretative traditions of Islam tend to err on the side of authority and 
usually concur that even when rulers behave in unjust ways overt rebel-
lion is rarely justified, unless the ruler acts in ways that transgress the 
laws of God. The dangers of civil unrest (fitna) are usually held to out-
weigh the importance of general rights like those for example guaran-
teed by democracy. But these interpretations fall short of Machiavelli’s 



166 David Weir

position that all acts of the ruler are in principle legitimate if the ruler 
acts to protect the state, because in Islamic thinking the state is only 
legitimate if justly governed in line with God’s principles.

Western leadership style compared with the Middle World

Table 9.1 indicates how some of these similarities and differences are 
organized.

Table 9.1 Core aspects of leadership cultures in the Western and middle worlds

Element Western Middle World

Relationship 
with others

Relationships are 
instrumental, contractual. 
The centre of focus is 
individual. Collective 
virtues predicated on 
individual qualities. 
Nuclear family important.

Reciprocal, family-based 
models. Individual has value 
in relation to family/clan.

The Ummah transcends all 
personal obligations. Guests 
are sacred; because they are 
‘Angels come to dwell among 
us’.

Language Written transmission of 
folklore. Words have 
precise meanings. Brevity 
is the soul of wit.

Universal language of revelation 
is Arabic. Poetry and music 
highly valued.

Implication and metaphor 
highly prized.

Decision 
making

Usually by majority.
Winner takes all. The most 

efficient processes are 
linear. Unity of vision is 
ensured by leadership’s 
clarity. Monocular. Justice 
takes precedence over 
harmony.

Leaders must be decisive 
even if wrong, or they 
will lose authority and 
credibility.

Autocratic-consultative.
The decision-making principles 

of the Diwan ensure all 
relevant voices can be heard.

Justice of God ensures harmony 
for we must submit to it.

The prime unifying force in 
organizations is solidarity. 
Leaders must be wise over the 
long term, and should eschew 
short-term popularity among 
the unwise. 

Time Time is money, a strategic 
commodity to be used 
frugally. The present is 
paramount for ‘there is no 
time like the present’. But 
through scientific technique 
and analysis of risks it is 
possible to plan and to 
forecast future events on a 
probabilistic basis.

Cyclical and evolving. Who 
knows where it leads?

The right decision will emerge 
in the right time when the 
leader is prepared. Time past 
and time future are equally 
important because God resides 
in all domains and is the only 
Being to perceive how they are 
interconnected.

Continued
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Element Western Middle World

Productivity Must be maximized. 
Denominator management. 
Individual rewards, 
benefits, suffering (lay-offs) 
can be justified because 
economic motives are most 
significant.

The right decision is that which 
maximizes and preserves 
wealth. But the poor may 
be equally significant 
because leaders have special 
responsibilities towards those 
who are less fortunate.

Leadership 
and Age

Age beyond a certain point 
becomes a negative. Aging 
is seen as slowing down. 
Senior citizens regarded as 
‘dead wood’.

Seniority is highly regarded. 
Knowledge is respected.

Older leaders are presumed to be 
wise and worthy of respect.

Belief systems Judaeo-Christian belief 
system dominant. Belief 
that economic, political 
and social virtue coalesce 
in the evidence of the fruits 
of economic performance.

Possibility of a personal 
relationship with God.

Universal applicability of Islam 
as a religion of practice not of 
dogma.

Subordination of the economic 
to the spiritual and religious 
domains. Leaders are no better 
or worse than other people 
because only God alone 
understands how economic 
rewards relate to individual 
virtue. God cannot be 
interrogated.

Leadership Tension between ‘autocratic’, 
‘democratic’ and 
‘participative’ models.

The ‘Just Ruler’ who is 
consultative but autocratic. 
Familial model of relation 
to followers. Opposition 
is justified if the leader 
transgresses laws of God.

Some implications for ‘Worldly Leadership’

The economies of the Muslim world are sometimes characterized in 
such terms as ‘conservative’ or ‘traditional’ but this is far from accurate 
and may often mislead the Western manager or scholar, for these are 
dynamic societies which have known much change in the past fifty 
years.

If the global economy moves from an industry-based to an informa-
tion-based format and enterprise structures in the information society 
segue from the prevailing command organizations with their persist-
ent and obstructive hierarchies to networked organizations, with latent, 
virtual and active elements, then the familial models prevalent in the 

Table 9.1 Continued
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Middle World may seem more appropriate (Cogburn, 2003) than juridi-
cal composites linked by shareholder and stakeholder obligations that 
generate purely legal obligations and support an army of corporate law-
yers to soak up the intermittent profit streams.

Decision-making follows different rules in the network economy of 
the Information Society. Certainly research in leadership studies needs 
to take account of cultural variations and the changes introduced by the 
postmodern technologies of the internet (Weir & Hutchings, 2006).

Maybe informed consent as in the model of the family diwan with its 
balance of consultative and autocratic phases can provide a better guide 
than the corporate boardroom to the ‘loose-tight’ properties of effective 
worldly leadership in the organizations of the future.

To be effective, leadership principles and practices must be compati-
ble with the core values and practices of deeply rooted cultures; globali-
zation does not necessarily bring the assurance that any one model will 
survive, but the Middle World model seems as possible as the Western 
paradigm. This has recently suffered a deep shock, not merely to the 
technical operations of its financial systems but to the underlying suc-
cess values of its culture. Consequently the Western model is not per-
ceived as universally successful and paramount in the global world at 
present. This is a question not just of the Western world learning with 
difficulty to accommodate other paradigms of organizational culture 
but of an emerging diversity in the business systems of the world. As 
academics we warn managers to be aware of the need for change, to 
be responsive and receptive and to develop personal skills and creative 
competences that permit them to embrace change and profit from its 
opportunities. It is important for us as scholars to act as if these lessons 
also applied to our scholarly pursuits. It is time for Western scholarship 
to look more broadly and with greater understanding at the bases of cul-
ture and belief systems that exist inside as well as outside its traditional 
home. The need to re-engage with other cultures of leadership is urgent. 
There is a special responsibility for European managers and scholars of 
leadership to sensitize themselves to this emerging diversity.

Middle World philosophies of behaviour based directly or indirectly 
on the cultures of Muslim society may provide alternative glosses on 
worldly leadership. In particular the claims of Western religions based 
on Judaeo-Christian belief systems for universal application are matched 
by similar but possibly more strongly based claims on behalf of Islam. 
For if there is to be a convergence to any single paradigm of organiza-
tional leadership, it is no longer clear that this will be in the direction 
of what is conventional in the models preferred in the liberal, capitalist 
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market economies of the West. Even the introduction of Western-style 
democratic political institutions will not necessarily imply the adop-
tion of Western varieties of leadership, when the underpinning values 
deriving from deeply rooted belief systems and spiritual assumptions 
are differently based.

For leadership studies in the international context, the challenge is 
to become familiar with these values and, whenever possible, incor-
porate them in organizational policies about leadership selection and 
development. For leadership researchers, the challenge is to chart a new 
research agenda on a more inclusive and less Western-centred basis. 
Whatever happens over the next period in the global economy, it will 
not necessarily evolve in ways that conform to our western models of 
leadership (Bauman, 2005). The world economy is entering a period of 
seriously hard times and it is not obvious that the existing paradigms of 
leadership that have prevailed in the Western discourses have the best 
chances of survival.
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10
Worldly Leadership through Local 
Knowledge: Discovering Voices of 
Emirati Women Business Leaders
Lynda L. Moore

Introduction

While there is a growing body of research on global studies of man-
agement and leadership, more recently scholars have expressed con-
cern about the underlying cultural bias of social science models and 
the resulting leadership research. Most of the management and leader-
ship knowledge to date is a product of North American and Western 
European scholars (Tsui, 2004; Thomas 2008). Universal definitions of 
leadership have been called into question as differences across national 
and cultural boundaries emerge. Given the Western orientation of 
dominant management and leadership research paradigms contextual 
knowledge is essential to generate global knowledge, especially in con-
texts that differ greatly from North American and Western European 
contexts in their economic, political and sociocultural systems (Tsui, 
2004). Thus the uncovering of worldly leadership requires a local sensi-
tivity best explained by ‘think global, research local’.

This research was originally funded through a Fulbright fellowship 
to the United Arab Emirates (UAE); additional funding was provided 
through the Simmons College Presidents Fund for Research and the 
Simmons School of Management’s Swahnberg Novotny Fund. The author 
wishes to thank Alison Koegler, Aparna Lahiri and especially Michelle 
Kweder for their assistance in research and manuscript preparation.

This exploratory study of Emirati women business leaders investigates 
leader identity and behaviour in a previously under-researched part of the 
world, the Middle East, and with a historically marginalized group, women 
business leaders of the UAE.1 The worldly research stance adopted here 
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does not assume similarity among women but rather captures the voices 
of women as emerging leaders within one specific country and cultural 
context. This is particularly important in light of the dearth of research 
on the experience of women in leadership positions at a time when the 
global focus on gender issues in Arab and Middle Eastern countries2 is 
particularly visible and the pressures on those societies to become more 
equitable and gender-inclusive societies is dominant (Al-Lamky, 2006).

From a scholarship perspective, normative models of leadership 
and leadership success result in monolithic and hegemonic studies of 
women leaders. This research captures unique experiences and chal-
lenges of successful women leaders, acknowledging multiple aspects of 
their identity (Betters-Reed & Moore, 2007). Using case-based research 
as grounded theory to inform a conceptual framework influences 
research design and methodology for culturally sensitive studies of 
women leaders (Betters-Reed et al., 2007). The larger research question 
is what factors do we need to consider if we are trying to conduct cul-
turally sensitive and contextualized studies of women business leaders? 
This current work builds upon the author’s prior research that identi-
fied several major factors: awareness of the researcher’s ethnocentric 
bias, importance of interdisciplinary knowledge, and use of qualitative, 
ethnographic and narrative research methodologies.

Context: culture

To better understand the challenges and opportunities of Emeriti 
women leaders, it is necessary to understand the role of culture in the 
UAE. Situating research findings within the historical, socio-economic, 
political and religious context of the state was essential in understand-
ing the unique voice and characteristics of these leaders and the embed-
ded context necessary for interpreting leadership narratives.

The UAE’s economy has shifted from a seafaring and pearling to an 
oil- and trade-based economy to a re-exporting and knowledge-based 
economy; these changes have been supported by a government-driven 
strategy of innovation, investment in infrastructure and penetration of 
the knowledge space. The discovery of oil in the 1930s led to the first 
signs of the development of affluent society and later, post-unification 
in 1971, to the education of women (Randeree, 2008). However, the 
absence of economic necessity meant households continued to be sup-
ported by men and women were denied participation in the workforce 
outside of healthcare and educational services (Randeree, 2008). More 
recently, Emiratization, combined with an emphasis on human capital 
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development has created new career opportunities for women and 
growth and development in the region (Randeree, 2008).

Similar to the GCC countries, the UAE lacks an educated and 
experienced local workforce necessary to maintain and grow its new 
economy; the private sector3, in particular, has had to look outside 
of the country for qualified workers (Randeree, 2008). The UAE has 
a need for local labour to reduce its dependence on foreign labourers 
(Al Rostamani, 2004; Hijab, 1994) who comprised 75 per cent of the 
population and in 2004 held 91 per cent of the jobs in the country 
(Al Rostamani, 2004). In addition, the level of unemployed nationals 
has been rising.

While foreigners occupy positions at all levels, from unskilled work-
ers to top management, the current focus of the nationalization pro-
gramme has been to employ nationals, both male and female, at the 
middle to upper management levels (Gallant & Pounder, 2008). The 
resulting policy of Emiratization, coupled with relatively progressive 
policies of educating girls and women, creating career opportunities 
for women and encouraging the public lives of women, continues to 
contribute to the trend of Emirati women entering formal, private-
sector workspaces and taking on leadership positions. In fact, in the area 
of education, nearly half the students registered in over 1250 schools 
across the UAE were girls; about 75 per cent of all students in the UAE 
University were women; and three out of every five students in the pub-
lic higher education system were women (UAE Yearbook, 2009). In the 
public policy area, the teaching of English in schools, political quotas, 
policies that encourage a knowledge economy, and leadership that calls 
for the full participation of women in the country support the advance-
ment of women (Randeree, 2008).

The last decade’s rise of women into private sector leadership, while 
statistically insignificant, signifies a major social and political transition. 
Women are succeeding in positions of leadership, power and authority 
previously held exclusively by men within a society best described as 
traditionally patriarchal. In light of this important historical transition 
it is important to document the experiences, views, challenges and key 
career issues of women who have ‘made it’ in UAE businesses.

According to the government-sponsored UAE Yearbook and not vali-
dated by reliable independent research, women now enjoy equality of 
opportunity in the workplace, including pay equity with men. Sources 
reported that women accounted for 27.95 per cent of the national labour 
force, marking an annual growth rate of 3.5 per cent between 1985 and 
2005.
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Significant gains are also documented in the political and public 
spheres. Four women ministers were appointed to the Cabinet in 2007 
by the president; women occupied 22 per cent of the seats in the Federal 
National Council; and women accounted for 20 per cent of the diplo-
matic corps with two women appointed as ambassadors in 2008 (UAE 
Yearbook, 2009). Representation is better at lower levels with data show-
ing that women occupied 66 per cent of public-sector jobs; 30 per cent 
of those were leadership and decision-making posts (UAE Yearbook, 
2009). Women were present in both traditional (healthcare, education) 
and non-traditional (military, police) occupations. However, only 4 per 
cent of women work in the private sector and women are still under-
represented at the highest levels with women filling just 0.8 per cent of 
seats at the level of Board of Director (UAE Yearbook, 2009).

In the UAE where the state religion is Islam and 96 per cent of the 
population of the UAE are Muslim, religion is embedded in Emirati cul-
ture at the individual, organizational and societal levels and influences 
the economic, political, academic and domestic lives of all Emiratis 
(Metcalf, 2008). To make a distinction between religious norms and 
cultural norms would be arbitrary and not adequately reflect the com-
plexity of the cultural context.

For example, gender norms that influence Emirati’s views and enact-
ment of leadership may have their origins in Islam but are now deeply 
embedded in the culture of the UAE and its workplaces. Scholars have 
identified four of these norms as pervasive: First, the family is the cen-
tral unit of society. Second, the man is recognized as the sole breadwin-
ner of the family. Third, it is largely women who must adhere to a code 
of modesty to uphold a family’s dignity. Finally, family laws uphold 
an unequal balance of power in society. These norms result in barriers
 including childcare and household duties remaining the almost exclu-
sive responsibility of women, a lack of affordable childcare facilities, 
narrow interpretations of Islam restricting the full participation of 
women in the workplace, and men holding most management positions 
(Chamlou, 2004; UNDP, 2003). This seamless union of state and reli-
gious tradition is seen in the workplace where labour laws are partial to 
custom (urf ) and Islamic law (Metcalfe, 2008). Specifically, the Islamic 
value of Quiwama is translated as protection and care of employees and 
Hadith as learning, knowledge and development; both factor heavily 
into the roles of women leaders. Surah, meaning humility and benevo-
lence, is a factor in both how women are protected in business and how 
attire and workspaces are regulated. Moreover, wasta determines power 
or authority secured and sustained by personal relationships with 



Worldly Leadership through Local Knowledge 175

powerful others, and limits access to important business networks for 
many women (Neal et al., 2007; Metcalfe, 2008; Maremount, 2009).

Understanding leadership in the Arab world

In their discussion of the GLOBE studies, House et al. (2004) argued 
that in order to understand people’s ideas about leadership, one must 
appreciate how these ideas are embedded in indigenous sociocultural 
systems and institutions. In approaching the specific issue of leadership 
in the Arab world, Muna (1980), Ali (1995, 2005) and Weir (2000, 2003) 
emphasized the influence of tribal and familial systems on leadership 
concepts (Neal et al., 2007).

According to prior research the dominant secular leadership proto-
type in Arab culture is the sheik (Neal et al., 2007; Weir, 2000). While 
there have been celebrated female leaders throughout Arab history, their 
status and impact have been embedded within the patriarchal sociopo-
litical and wasta systems of the time (Guthrie, 2001; Mernissi, 1997). 
Historically, most female leaders rose to power and influence by leverag-
ing family connection (usually male connections) and wealth (Guthrie, 
2001; Mernissi, 1997). This does not diminish women’s achievements. 
Rather, as identified by Metcalfe (2008), this points to the skill, creativ-
ity and sustained effort of exceptional women in succeeding in such 
male-dominated circumstances. Furthermore, as Al-Lamky (2007) has 
pointed out, those who are part of the recent ‘feminization’ of leader-
ship positions in the Arab region face many of the same problems as 
their predecessors: they operate in conditions that are still influenced 
and shaped by family, tribe, religion and wasta; and in order to suc-
ceed, they often have to act in this manner (see Shaheed, 1999 cited in 
Metcalfe, 2008). Wasta relates to the recognition that power in society is 
related to tribal and familial structures, and that business is conducted 
through these power networks in the Arab world. The national business 
system is largely characterized by an interlocking structure that stretches 
across, and between, networks in families, organizations and political 
life (Edwards & Kruvilla, 2005 quoted in Metcalfe). In their discus-
sion of the GLOBE studies of cultural values and leadership, Kabasakal 
and Bodur (2002) identified an ‘Arab’ cluster of countries consisting of 
Egypt, Morocco, Turkey, Kuwait and Qatar; leaders in these countries 
scored low on future orientation, and high on group-orientation, mas-
culinity and power distance. Within the cluster, outstanding leader-
ship was associated with charisma and with team attribution. While 
the GLOBE studies did not research UAE, the findings for other Gulf 
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States, Kuwait and Qatar, discussed by Abdalla and Al-Homoud (2001), 
are relevant and highlight the importance of consultation in Gulf Arab 
leadership (Neal et al., 2007). Weir (2000) emphasizes business rela-
tionships as guided by diwan and wasta. Diwan is a style of decision-
making, which represents a process of achieving balance (adl) and justice 
or equilibrium (adalah). Rooted in Islamic traditions, and emphasized 
in the Qur’an, is that those who conduct their affairs through consulta-
tion are among the ones who will receive heavenly rewards. This diwan 
process is commonly referred to as shura and emphasizes personalism, 
although autocratic relationships are respected (Tayeb, 1997).

Overall, leadership and management relies on the importance of 
informal relations, family networks and patronage, and on building 
trusting, open relations. Employer – employee relationships are based 
on consensus and unity (itihad), balance or equilibrium (adl); and high 
trust exchanges facilitated through extended family networks (naseeb), 
which are quite different from the organizational and managerial cul-
tures in many European and US corporations (Metcalfe, 2007).

Although the policies of educating girls and women, creating career 
opportunities for women and encouraging the public lives of women 
mark the UAE as progressive in the region, the UAE does not compare as 
well globally. The UAE ranks 103 out of 134 economies according to the 
World Economic Forum’s 2010 Gender Gap Index. The UAE remains a 
traditional Muslim society, retaining its implicit assumptions about the 
public and private roles of Emirati women and their responsibilities to 
their community, their extended families and their children (Mostafa, 
2005; Metcalfe, 2006). In some organizations, including all of the coun-
try’s leading indigenous banks, it is still common to find men-only and 
female-only working areas. Inevitably, such deeply ingrained cultural 
beliefs continue to influence women’s advancement into leadership 
positions (Moore & Forster, 2009).

Context: scholarship

An ongoing in-depth literature revealed a paucity of worldly research 
that connects the interwoven issues of women, leadership and culture 
in geographic localities in the Middle East and, for the purposes of 
this scholarship, the UAE. While studies of gendered workspaces and 
female experience of leadership inclusive of the traits, styles, challenges 
and contribution of women leaders are on the rise (Fels, 2004; Rhode, 
2003; Acker, 1990; Kanter, 1993; Moss, 1994), most of these studies 
are conducted in Western societies that are not generalizable to other 
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cultures. For the most part, scholarship persists in a siloed state, impart-
ing incomplete knowledge about the complex leadership narratives of 
women leading in the Middle East.

Over the past three decades, mainstream management literature 
focused on women managers in the United States identified individual 
and organizational factors that facilitate and impede success. Despite 
the fact that these factors are based on extant literature and have per-
sisted over time it is not assumed that the research that has been con-
ducted on US women managers holds true in other cultures (Adler & 
Izraeli, 1988; Adler, 2002; Berthoin & Izraeli, 1993) nor that the domi-
nant organizational cultures in the UAE are similar (Ali, 2005). Early 
research (Adler & Izraeli, 1988) suggests there are several similar fac-
tors that shape women’s entrance into managerial positions worldwide, 
including their career patterns and access to organizational power 
although the relative impact of each factor varies from culture to cul-
ture (Adler & Izraeli 1994; Omar & Davison, 2001). It should be noted 
that none of the earlier studies included women in the Middle East or 
Islamic societies.

Most leadership scholarship, whether global or local, fails to address 
the development of Turnbull’s conception of worldly leadership (2009), 
where questions of integrity, ethics, dispersed or shared leadership, net-
works, boundary-crossing, stewardship, sustainability and notions of 
the common good are central to leaders across all sectors. A challenge 
in creating more inclusive gender, race and ethnicity studies in lead-
ership is the need to develop culturally sensitive frameworks that go 
beyond the dominant model of leadership. Several scholarly projects 
have contributed new knowledge and conceptual models to allow for 
more multidisciplinary and global, cross-cultural analyses of gender, 
diversity and leadership. These methods, best described as feminist and 
relational, critique the dominant discourse of leadership scholarship 
and organizational practices as exclusionary and ethnocentric (Betters-
Reed & Moore, 2007; Betters-Reed et al., 2007; Moore & Betters-Reed, 
2009). This leadership inquiry framework challenges dominant models 
of organizational leadership and legitimizes new ways of knowing and 
diverse leadership voices. As an exploratory study, this supports previ-
ous research that identifies the authentic voices of women (Gilligan, 
1993) and a socially responsible ethic of care infused through leader-
ship (Block, 1993; Greenleaf, 2001; Spears & Lawrence, 2002).

Moreover, scholarship has not adequately documented the overall 
increase in women’s employment, one of the most significant cultural, 
economic and political changes of contemporary times globally. The 
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significant labour market advances made by women in the Middle East 
(Salloum, 2003) has been considered statistically insignificant in the 
eyes of dominant Western academics (Al-Lamky, 2006). The result-
ing scarce research highlights both the challenges of being a female 
manager, as well as the factors that facilitate a woman’s leadership pro-
gression (Ali, 2005; Greiss-Miller, 1995; Kattara, 2005; Sakalli-Ugurlu 
& Beydogan, 2002) and shows overall challenges including the patri-
archal societal attitude and gender discrimination (Sakalli-Ugurlu & 
Beydogan, 2002) which limit women’s recruitment, hiring, advance-
ment (Greiss-Miller, 1995), relationships at work, mentor support and 
network access (Kattara, 2005). Additional research explores the bio-
graphical backgrounds of women (Al-Ajmi, 2001; Greiss-Miller, 1995).

More recently, Middle Eastern scholars have investigated the status 
of women in society and a small body of literature has emerged that 
begins to examine the issues related to gender and management in 
the Middle East (Metcalfe, 2006; Al-Lamky, 2006). Just as recently as 
2010, the Dubai Women’s Establishment and Price Waterhouse Coopers 
published the first Outlook on Arab Women Leaders, which identifies 
leadership attributes and makes recommendations for Arab women’s 
leadership advancement (Dubai Women’s Establishment, 2009).

At this time, not only do we know very little about women leaders 
in the region, but also research on business leadership in the Middle 
East has invariably been subsumed under generic analyses of the ‘Arab 
World’ (Eden & Leviatan, 1975; Lord et al., 1978; Kenney et al., 1996; 
Javidan & Carl, 2004). In turn, this has characterized the Gulf region as 
a homogenous economic, cultural and social bloc (e.g. Hofstede, 1980, 
1984; Ronen, 1986). While such meta-research has led to a greater under-
standing of how culture shapes assumptions about business leadership 
in the region, it is necessary to refine the notion of ‘Arab’ leadership by 
including three additional categories: women leaders, individual lead-
ers of Arab states and Arab leaders leading in their home culture. There 
is a clear need to understand women’s views of leadership and effective 
leadership styles, the implicit cultural values that underpin their lead-
ership beliefs and practices, and the cultural, attitudinal and cultural 
barriers they encounter in business and organizational life.

Research: purpose and methodology

The purpose of this research was threefold: to develop a baseline of 
understanding of contemporary women leaders in the UAE inclusive of 
their leadership identity and practices, to generate knowledge to build 
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leadership theory that reflects regional context and gender perspectives 
and to identify a research agenda by using grounded theory (Glaser & 
Strauss, 1967) for conceptual development.

This study of nine first-generation Emirati women investigated the 
leaders’ backgrounds; education; career experiences and path; and per-
ceived individual and organizational challenges and solutions. The 
study of UAE’s most senior female business executives contributes to 
our understanding of women’s empowerment in the UAE and attempts 
to capture their traits, experiences and challenges as women leaders in 
male-dominated work environments. At a time of great economic and 
social transition in a country barely 40 years old these narratives should 
generate more scholarly interest regarding the unique challenges and 
experiences of Emirati leading women and the factors that may have 
assisted their advancement to leadership positions.

The research methodology consisted of an up-to-date in-depth 
interdisciplinary literature review, the development of cases through 
interviews of women business leaders and an analysis that was con-
text sensitive. This carefully chosen cross-cultural methodology was 
selected to yield rich insights into the personal characteristics of the 
participants as well as the social, cultural, political and economic fac-
tors that influenced the participants’ experiences; to affirm or deny pre-
existing assumptions; and to capture local knowledge within an Islamic 
framework (Cox, 2005; Hjorth & Steyaert, 2005; Dechant & Al-Lamky, 
2005; Betters-Reed & Moore, 2007; Betters-Reed et al., 2007). The inter-
view methodology can be described as narrative-based, discursive and 
ethnographic. This intentional exploratory qualitative research design 
yielded short cases as a source of grounded research and theory develop-
ment considered an appropriate first-stage approach in nascent research 
areas (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).

Following the literature review, a two-hour interview format with 
guiding questions was developed. Open-ended questions focused 
on background and upbringing, career and leadership profile. These 
research questions were designed to examine the top factors of success 
and top barriers to women’s advancement identified in the literature 
review. Questions also ascertained the interviewees’ perceptions of 
women’s changing roles in business and the connection with social and 
political advancement.

Over a one-year period in 2007 nine women were identified oppor-
tunistically; initial contacts were made through the two dominant 
professional businesswomen’s associations in the country. In-depth, 
videotaped interviews with these nine first generation women business 
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leaders generated data for short cases. All were Arab with eight of nine 
being Emirati; all were Muslim; most were married; all had undergradu-
ate degrees with three of nine having Master’s degrees; and all were 
Managing Directors, Presidents or CEOs. Semi-structured interviews 
allowed for the audibility of women’s voices embedded with the influ-
ences of cultural heritage; by-products of the interviews included the 
discovery of contextualized life journeys and the testing of the per-
ceptions of prior research on individual and organizational challenges. 
The totality of the cases was useful in the descriptive analysis, which 
revealed thematic responses across leadership narratives.

This study is based on a small, select sample and exploratory in 
nature. Findings should not be generalized to the entire populations of 
MENA, GCC or Emirati women leaders.

Results: leadership journeys

Previous studies show that early socialization can shape personal char-
acteristics that, in turn, can facilitate or hinder one’s role as a leader 
(Fels, 2004; Rhode, 2003; Karsten, 1994). Consistent with Al-Lamky’s 
earlier research of leaders in emerging economies, the subjects’ narra-
tives revealed that family influences were strong, positive and began 
early in their lives. Most first credited the support of their fathers as 
key to their success as young learners, then in school and finally in 
the workplace; further, they credited their mothers for taking roles 
that bolstered their father’s determination in having educated and suc-
cessful working daughters. They described home environments where 
sons and daughters were treated equally in their upbringing and where 
educational attainment was highly valued. Many benefited from sib-
lings and extended family members endorsement and approval of their 
career choices. Additionally, the women shared a common background 
of being raised in privileged, business-owning families. Similar to the 
findings of prior research on Omani women leaders (Al-Lamky 2006), 
the majority identified the benefits from travelling, living in Western, 
developed nations and/or obtaining tertiary degrees in the United 
States or United Kingdom. As one woman said: ‘One of the advantages 
I always think that being a UAE and studying abroad. You are having 
two spins of thinking. You can think as the UAE what they want, what 
they need and you can also think as somebody who lived abroad, of 
how Arabs are thinking and what you can give them, which sometimes 
if I am an ex-pat I only would be thinking one direction, but not both. 
If you are a UAE, you can think both, [be] multicultural’.
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All described being raised in religious families, continuing in the 
Muslim tradition as adult women, and feeling that Islam was a point of 
strength. As one noted, ‘The influence of Islam in my life has been inte-
gral to everything I achieved’. Several other external influences were 
experienced by all or many of the women: all immediately went from 
college to work; all of the married women described their husbands as 
supportive of their careers; many started in their family businesses and 
many returned to their family businesses; and many also described their 
childhood homes as a place where creativity was nurtured. Further, all 
described operating in a contemporary context where they experienced 
the simultaneity of their roles as women living in the economic, politi-
cal, academic, religious and domestic spheres.

Characteristics of leaders

Study participants described themselves as highly motivated, dedicated 
and self-confident. These leaders characterized themselves as demo-
cratic and participative, yet decisive in approach. These qualities led 
them to portray themselves as forward thinking with action-oriented 
strategies. Each leader worked internationally and described concrete 
skills that allowed them to succeed cross-culturally and globally.

One woman elaborated on her motivation: ‘My legacy will be that 
I would like people in my society to remember me as a person who 
worked for the society and spent a lot of effort to build an image for 
women in this society and to change the misperception of the West to 
Eastern Women specially the Arab and Muslim women in this part of 
the world’. Another spoke of a vision shaped by sense of role and respon-
sibility in family and business, sense of faith and ability to give back: 
‘Every woman is a leader in her own way, raising a family is much more 
difficult than making a business work’. And ‘I don’t think of myself as 
a leader ... it is my responsibility, to my family, my country’. For most a 
philanthropic dual agenda of giving back to the UAE and of advancing 
the roles of women and the perception of those roles was more impor-
tant than personal financial gain.

Concurrently, Islamic values permeated their stories. Islam was 
described as a support system and critical to developing a sense of self-
efficacy and integrated roles and identity as a Muslim woman. Women 
stated that Islam was both a key to their success and contributed to their 
very definition of success. It follows that success factors included long-
term, non-monetary factors such as reputation; peace with one’s self; 
and giving back to the UAE. Moreover, their day-to-day management 
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styles and leadership activities supported their inclusive definitions of 
success. One leader remarked: ‘It isn’t about how much you earn but 
about how comfortable and peaceful your life is’. The Islamic values of 
kindness, simplicity, and generosity are congruous with women’s lead-
ership practices and religious observance.

When the leaders spoke of interacting with employees within the 
workplace, they commented on the necessity to prove oneself to others, 
to be democratic and to accept the ideas of others. They described being 
able to delegate work and empower employees to make decisions. All 
described treating employees like family and showed a strong collectiv-
ist orientation, focusing more on the ‘we’ and less on the ‘I’.

When defining leadership, the women shared their passion for their 
work. For example, one leader stated: ‘I think one of the leader’s main 
functions ... is to inspire people. I don’t think you can inspire people, 
if you are not passionate about [the work] yourself ... so if you are pas-
sionate about something then you can convey that passion and that 
translates into motivation and inspiration’. The previously mentioned 
philanthropic agenda was embedded in their notion of leadership.

Some described their leadership as a unique combination of tradi-
tional feminine qualities and highly entrepreneurial skills. Feminine 
qualities including dress and demeanour in business settings were 
described as comfortable, authentic and demanding of respect of all col-
leagues. These qualities were often paired with entrepreneurial skills, 
adaptability and an innate ability to respond to opportunities and chal-
lenges. Several mentioned the historical legacy of trade in the region as 
fundamental to their cultural heritage and identity as businesswomen, 
supporting a historical context for their business acumen.

Communication, collaboration, ‘listening to and accepting ideas of 
others’, family support, the gaining of respect and having the right team 
were identified as key factors of success. They further emphasized an 
evaluation of their leadership and success through indirect and exter-
nal indicators: ‘It’s what you hear people say about you’. On a macro 
level, all identified the support of the UAE government as an essential 
ingredient in providing an encouraging environment in which women 
are urged to pursue leadership positions in all levels of society.

Barriers to success

Study participants identified a small group of internal and external 
barriers to success that they had encountered on their leadership jour-
neys. One participant talked of internal factors as paramount: ‘I think 
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women have to live to expectations and to be very ambitious, because 
now everything is here, the challenge is in women themselves, it is not 
in the regulations [nor] is it in the support or the families, it is in them. 
I think that self-confidence, goals, these are the issues that they have 
to tackle by themselves; they have to really be self-confident and work 
towards their objectives.’

To a very small degree, women mentioned the external issue of stere-
otyping. Some said that senior men in the workplace had assumptions 
about their leadership and achievement possibilities based on their gen-
der; these assumptions had or could have had a negative effect on their 
advancement.

Another issue mentioned was the difficulty of balancing work and 
family .One of the major factors that influences women’s participation 
in the workforce is the difficulty of balancing family and work respon-
sibilities (Aryee et al., 1999; Hijab, 1994; Rugh, 1985; Sha’aban, 1996). 
These issues surface in two areas: the lack of childcare and long working 
hours in the private sector. Global research has reported that as a result 
of potential family – work conflict, many adolescent women, especially 
in Middle Eastern society where family ties are strong, eliminate from 
consideration high-prestige careers requiring a high degree of commit-
ment (Looker, 2000, quoted in Gallant & Pounder, 2008).

Many commented that hijab was not a barrier to their leadership effec-
tiveness. All but one of the women interviewed wore hijab. (It is tempt-
ing to note that this may be due to the fact that she was the youngest and 
the only non-Emirati in the study.) Prior research on women in Bahrain 
identified that women who wore hijab considered it an important aspect 
of their social identity and that those who wear hijab were given more 
status and respect as well as work opportunities. Hijab was associated 
with the image of a devout professional Muslim woman (Metcalfe, 2006). 
Several participants also commented that an important motivation for 
wearing hijab in their current role was to dispel the western stereotype 
of them as disempowered and oppressed women. One observed: ‘When 
you are in business you realize after a while that people pay attention 
to what you are selling and what you’re saying and not at your appear-
ance. So you are dealt with much more as a human being rather than an 
object that is sitting there, using her appearance.’

Conclusions

As previously described, these women leaders are influenced by the 
Islamic values of team attribution, consultation, personal attention 
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and familial organizational cultures. For these women leaders, socio-
economic privilege provided networks that facilitated a rapid rise to 
leadership positions; their wasta was invisible yet operated to provide 
power and privilege in a manner not available to all women. Their 
leadership narratives convey a strong sense of organizational culture 
and value of close personal relationships: all described their organiza-
tions as familial cultures characterized by trust, openness and team 
development.

While western research has identified the participative and consulta-
tive nature of women’s leadership styles (Eagly & Carli, 2007), in this 
context the intersection of gender and religious values are difficult to 
disentangle. Moreover, leading feminist scholars cite the importance of 
acknowledging the simultaneity or intersectionality of women’s iden-
tity in order to ensure a more complete, culturally sensitive and holistic 
view of women’s lives (Holvino, 2006). For these women, leadership 
effectiveness is intertwined with their integrated identities as Muslim 
women leaders. Weir’s (2000) characterization of Arab management as 
consultative, open-system, networked and personalized also meshes well 
with current definitions of leadership as a networked process (Turnbull, 
2009) and with current calls for more consultative approaches to man-
aging employees, often portrayed as a ‘female advantage’ and described 
elsewhere as relational leadership (Fletcher, 2001).

Thus the participative nature and team orientation expressed in these 
women’s leadership styles are consistent with family and in-group ori-
ented societal culture, and some believe also common to Asian, Arab 
and African cultures. Prior research points to the fact that some non-
western cultures share conformity, loyalty, kindness, tolerance, forgive-
ness, consideration and face-saving as valued leadership traits (Mellahi, 
2000, cited in Thomas).

For these Emirati women, definitions of success and use of power 
as intertwined with notions of giving back and doing for others also 
reflects a more universal set of attributes assigned to women leaders 
(Gilligan, 1993; Merrill Sands et al., 2005). Likewise, their definitions 
of leadership, motivations, decision-making styles and definitions of 
success can simultaneously be attributed to Arab, tribal, Muslim and 
female influences as portrayed above. This confluence of integrated 
identities makes the ‘unpacking’ of their leadership identity particu-
larly complex. Yet as women in the sheikhocractic tradition, they bring 
a distinctive female influence to consultation and relational leadership 
intelligence.



Worldly Leadership through Local Knowledge 185

Study limitations and future research

Given the very small sample size, this study cannot be generalized to all 
Emirati businesswomen or leaders, much less all women in the region, 
or Arab women. As a very small subset of women in the country, these 
pioneering women are the first generation female business leaders. 
Their backgrounds, leadership identities and behaviours are simultane-
ously shaped by their unique individual histories, their shared experi-
ences and cultural legacy as Muslim Emirati women.

Future research must expand the sample size and use other research 
methodologies to complement this qualitative exploratory study. 
Specifically, these women leaders hailed from a powerful socioeco-
nomic elite; we cannot assume that women of other economic status 
would experience the same leadership journeys. Future research needs 
to address the different economic and social status as they shape women 
leaders’ experiences and perceptions of leadership.

Additionally, this research took place at a particular yet dynamic point 
in the UAE and the wider region’s economic and political life cycle. The 
UAE is considered the most progressive and ‘westernized’ among the 
GCC countries, setting a cultural tone for more progressive policies for 
women. Researchers may want to explore the challenges and opportu-
nities for the next generation of leaders, as the study participants and 
their peers advance to visible public service roles. Others may want to 
explore the relationships among women across issues of generation and 
social class; the study participant’s acute awareness of being a female 
business leader at this time coupled with the Islamic value of ‘zukat’ 
(the responsibility of giving to those less fortunate) and a government 
mandate creates an atmosphere ready for change.

Structural and cultural barriers persist and future research could iden-
tify and suggest implementation of barrier reduction and policy change. 
The social construction of gender and leadership in the UAE is influ-
enced by Islamic and tribal notions of leadership within a traditionally 
patriarchal and Sheikocractic leadership legacy. An important interpreta-
tive factor involves gaining familiarity with the construction of gender 
relations and the equality agenda through an Islamic philosophy of gen-
der separation signifying respect rather than subordination. For exam-
ple, what may appear as a western relational ‘female’ style of leadership 
focused on team development is also embedded in Islamic religious val-
ues. Researchers have identified the need to ‘unpack’ deeply held beliefs 
regarding women, which are often confused with misinterpreted religious 
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beliefs. It is beyond the scope of this research to do so yet this broader 
contextual analysis would yield additional data as it impacts women’s 
leadership advancement. Investigation of women leaders’ identity and 
behaviour in different sectors and industries would test assumptions 
of assumed similarity and the perpetuation of a monolithic category of 
‘UAE businesswomen’ or UAE women leaders.

Very little research exists that documents women’s voices and leader-
ship within a global context. Very recently scholars have pointed to the 
importance of generating local knowledge to further delineate gender 
and diversity topics across cultures. Leading feminist organizational 
scholars have also identified the importance of using interdiscipli-
nary literature and qualitative approaches to uncover more indigenous 
paradigms, considered next generation research in the field of gender 
and diversity (Calas & Smircich, 2009). Further research will enable 
the development of cases that bring visibility to these women leaders, 
within a country-specific context. These cases will point to the lead-
ership contribution of Emirati women with their integrated Islamic 
female leadership identity and empowered action counteracting popu-
lar portrayals of Arab and Muslim women.

A culturally nuanced global perspective to the study of women busi-
ness leaders also raises questions about how to create more cross-cultural 
and inclusive perspectives in management education and development. 
Given the problematical nature of importing western models of leader-
ship, this research approach holds potential to inform less ethnocentric 
and parochial approaches to management education.

Given the lack of instructional materials and methodologies to 
deconstruct dominant western leadership theory, related research may 
create appreciation of the importance of educating the thought leaders 
in management research and education, and identifying the contribu-
tions of other leadership voices (Betters-Reed, Davitt and Moore 2005), 
bringing visibility to women’s roles and contributions to business and 
society around the globe. Complete cases would provide examples of 
successful Emirati women business leaders, a void in the management 
and organizational literature. Case-based research provides the oppor-
tunity to explore how leadership reflects culturally embedded values 
and practices to document the voices of women leaders in other parts 
of the world.

This research reveals a complex set of religious and cultural influ-
ences on the identity of an Emirati woman business leader. The combi-
nation of Islamic values combined with their pioneering female status 
created team-oriented, ambitious, well-educated leaders with multiple 
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definitions of success. Importantly, these cases create local and con-
textualized knowledge, which challenge earlier essentialist leadership 
attributes. This research on Emirati women business leaders profiles 
the contribution of their integrated Islamic female leadership identity 
to leadership effectiveness. Worldly leadership cannot be considered 
truly inclusive or global without hearing these previously silenced and 
undocumented voices.

Endnotes

1. The UAE (United Arab Emirates) is a constitutional federation of seven emir-
ates: Abu Dhabi, Dubai, Sharjah, Ajman, Umm al-Qaiwain, Ra’s al-Khaimah 
and Fujairah.

2. Although diverse in economies, politics and social conditions, Arab states 
are often grouped in two ways. The GCC Cooperation Council for the Arab 
States of the Gulf (GCC) includes The United Arab Emirates, the State of 
Bahrain, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, the Sultanate of Oman, the State of 
Qatar and the State of Kuwait. The Middle East and North Africa (MENA) 
is an economically diverse region that includes both the oil-rich economies 
in the Gulf and countries that are resource-scarce in relation to population; 
the MENA Region includes: Algeria, Bahrain, Djibouti, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, 
Israel, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Malta, Morocco, Oman, Qatar, Saudi 
Arabia, Syria, Tunisia, United Arab Emirates, West Bank and Gaza, Yemen. 
Whereas some might see the term Arab world as an externally imposed etic 
category it is actually an indigenous emic category commonly used in Arab 
discourse. The term incorporates 22 countries in the Middle East and North 
Africa, broadly united by a common language and religion. The region is 
highly important to the West strategically and economically, not just as a 
supplier of oil but increasingly as a huge and growing market, with a popu-
lation of more than 280 million.

3. For the most part, Emiratis prefer government sector jobs to private sector 
jobs. Government jobs come with higher salaries, better non-monetary ben-
efits and shorter work hours (Randeree, 2008). Specifically, the government 
sector operates on a single-shift, eight-hour-day and five-day-week system; 
many private sector establishments operate on 10-hour days, six days per 
week, with a split shift day. However, given an oversaturated public sector 
and rapidly globalized knowledge economy the need for private sector work-
ers is paramount.
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Worldly Leadership in Pakistan 
Seth Organizations: An Empirical 
Challenge to the Concept of Global 
Leadership
Shakoor Khakwani and Peter Case

Introduction

In the introduction to this volume, it was suggested that one way of dif-
ferentiating between global and worldly leadership would be to be more 
appreciative of indigenous leadership constructs and narratives. By way of 
making a modest contribution to research and scholarship that engages 
with worldly leadership in this sense, we report on preliminary findings 
from an empirical study of indigenous organizations in Pakistan. We 
attempt to elicit both continuities and discontinuities between Anglo-
American forms of organization and large-scale family-run firms in 
Pakistan. It is important to acknowledge from the outset the influence 
which Anglo-American organizational thinking and practice has had 
in Pakistan. Both the British colonial legacy and contemporary man-
agement education in Pakistan result in hybrid organizational cultures 
which display distinct signs of modernity while, simultaneously, preserv-
ing traditional ways of leading and organizing that are rooted in kin-
ship relationships. Our empirical enquiry is thus intended to shed critical 
light on the question of global versus worldly leadership by exploring 
the admixture of modern and local cultural practices which characterize 
what we shall shortly define as the Pakistan Seth organization.

To this end we present empirical evidence from a small-scale study 
of leadership and management practices in the Pakistan textile indus-
try. Using an interpretative approach we have analysed an initial data 
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set comprising 14 semi-structured interviews with senior executives 
employed in two companies which we designate O1 and O2 respectively. 
O1 is a producer and exporter of yarn and fabric based in Multan (a city 
with a primarily agrarian economy relying on cotton, wheat, sugar cane 
and mango production) while O2 is a producer of highly specialized 
and value added textile products situated in Karachi (an industrial and 
commercial hub of the country). O2’s family is small, nuclear, relatively 
modern and foreign-educated while in the case of O1 the family is large, 
extended, traditional and locally educated.

O1 started business in 1935 as a leather tanning unit. The group grew 
rapidly between the mid-1980s and 1990s and moved to a vertically 
integrated model of production, which includes cotton ginning, spin-
ning and weaving activities. The group possesses its own vast cotton 
farms in the area of Multan, a region of Punjab province. The cotton 
ginning, seed oil extraction, spinning and weaving units are located at 
strategic locations to enhance efficiency of its various production proc-
esses. The group owns and operates with seven companies, incorporat-
ing twelve modern production units, which are located in various parts 
of the country. It is one of the fastest growing groups in Pakistan with 
an annual turnover in 2010 of about 200M USD.

At present O2 is headed by a second generation family CEO who 
graduated from Boston College in the mid-1990s. The organization has 
seven manufacturing operations and markets its products in Australia, 
South Africa, China and Russia. It has three divisions: two in Pakistan 
and one in Colombo, Sri Lanka. The organization is run by a produc-
tion team of about 30 managers with each factory having three senior 
managers who report directly to a General Manager (GM) Production. 
O2 is a vertically integrated company with its own spinning unit for 
yarn production and power generation unit. It produces a huge variety 
of gloves – around 200 styles – manufactured from a range of raw mate-
rials. It is an unlisted company with a turnover of approximately 200M 
USD in 2010.

Many themes and attributes can be identified in the data but we shall 
focus exclusively on two dominant features of organizational praxis that 
we denote ‘informational politics’ and ‘unwritten leadership’. We have 
selected these two themes as they seem to offer evidence that highlights 
the kinds of relational leadership practices which typify Pakistani Seth 
organizations. This evidence also supports the theoretical challenge to 
the notion of global leadership that was mounted in Chapter 1 of this 
collection.
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Leadership through informational politics

In attempting to understand leadership processes in the Pakistan con-
text it is essential to adopt an explicitly political perspective. The view 
that complex organizations, in general, can be viewed as constituted by 
political processes is supported by Pfeffer (1992) who considers organi-
zations to be political arenas oriented around the display of power (see 
also Morgan, 1986; Smircich, 1983). In fact, Mintzberg and Quinn 
(1991) have suggested that professional organizations are more political 
than other types and from the Critical Management Studies perspec-
tive organizations can never be considered politically neutral. However, 
presumptions of political neutrality and rationality in modern organi-
zations serve a very important ideological function. They help privilege 
managers over subordinates and invest the former with the prerogative 
to manage.

The managerial prerogative has its own history. Djelic (quoted in 
Czarniawska, 2006), for example, has traced a genealogy back to work-
place conflicts in US history where, he asserts, ‘by redefining industrial 
conflict as a mechanical problem rather than as a result of political 
struggles engineers were able to universalize their particularistic inter-
ests to depoliticize the conflict-ridden nature of their rationality and 
eventually to monopolize industrial discourse and almost completely 
silence alternative ideological voices’ (p. 333). It is this dehumanizing 
process of rationalization which is attacked robustly by postmodernist 
and critical management theorists.

It is commonly observed by academic observers that politics implic-
itly dominates organization processes (Feldman, 1999). This manifests 
in the maintenance of the focus of organizational theory on control 
phenomenon within organizations in multifarious ways. Rational con-
trol seems to be the focus point in mainstream organization literature 
whether viewed in terms of decision-making, objective-setting, moti-
vation or leadership/management performance (Nirenberg, 1998). 
However, the suppression of politics and non-normalized knowledge 
results in management theory becoming more complicated, indirect 
and at times irrelevant in practical terms as it seeks to compensate for 
the absence of the core political process. The sheer ignorance of the 
political perspective results in the emergence of a theory/practice gap.

The tendency for leaders to be political outwardly, if seen in combina-
tion with House’s (2005) ‘humane orientation’, offers a more compre-
hensive framework for understanding the Pakistani context. House’s data 
and analyses revealed that organization and society in South Asia and 
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the Middle East were in fact more humane than those of the so-called 
developed North. The descriptor ‘humane orientation’ runs contrary to 
the image of cutthroat professionalism that eventually culminates in 
political behaviour. Instead, it has been a dominant inclination in mod-
ern Anglo-American management literature to treat people, relationship-
orientation or any other collective attitude with suspicion if not outright 
contempt. As such, the workplace collective carries the managerially neg-
ative connotations of social loafing and labour activism.

What one can see in the Pakistani organizational context as out-
wardly political, however, differs significantly from conceptions found, 
for instance, in Europe and the United States. In contrast with rational 
approaches which deny politics, organizational leadership in Pakistan 
is outwardly and explicitly political on two counts: first, there are inter-
nal aspects of leading and managing people and the formally driven 
professional-bureaucratic component of organization, and, second, 
politics arises from the exogenous factors of managing in relation to 
government institutions and bureaucracies.

Before we introduce some data to illustrate the nature of organiza-
tional politics in Pakistan, we need to define some indigenous terms 
that we refer to in our account: Seth-Sahab or Sahb, and Mian Sahb. In 
common parlance, Seth refers to an entrepreneur or rich man in South 
Asia (India and Pakistan), and is someone who knows the art of money 
making, or is a leader in economic and organizational terms. The word 
is widely used in the same sense in India, as it originates etymologically 
from the Hindu mahajan or moneylenders. In the Karachi region, Seth 
is commonly used to refer to business and industrial tycoons but can 
also be used to characterize a mode of organizing. The word Sahab or 
Sahb contains an element of respect and esteem that can be considered 
linguistically equivalent to ‘Mr’ in English. However, in the province of 
Punjab, the popular term for business entrepreneur or tycoon is Mian 
Sahb. Interestingly, it is commonly held among industrialists, as con-
fided by one of the leading textile industrialists, that unless one is an 
owner of a textile mill one is not culturally qualified or entitled to be 
considered a ‘genuine Mian Sahb’.

An interview with a top decision-maker in a Seth organization is 
instructive in terms of shedding light on the Pakistani attitude towards 
organizational politics. This purchasing director offered the following 
autobiographical narrative:

I joined this organization in 1997 as Chief Accountant in the power 
plant, then became Chief Accountant of the Weaving unit and 
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eventually, in 2005, became GM Commercial & Purchase, owing 
to honesty, professional competence and family background – only 
then did I experience and learn how to deal [politically] with Mian 
Sahiban; previously I worked under only one Mian Sahb. Now I know 
what to say and what not to. When to be silent and just listen. When 
to speak out so that you are not held responsible for anomalies. To 
what extent you have to listen to others. When to interrupt and when 
not to. This is just to listen continuously so that one can reply at apt 
times and with appropriate answers. When to let someone talk and 
then wait for an opportunity to reply. And finally when you have to 
speak incessantly so as not to give others a chance to talk meaning-
fully. This sort of training and experience I have received by virtue 
of being in the purchase department ... now I command 13 units [all 
units of the group] ... I joined the organization with a starting salary 
of Rupees 18000/- and now getting 10 times more.

The above interview extract is indicative of the political nature of 
Seth organizing and managing. This manager was promoted not only 
owing to his professional qualifications (CA and CMA training) but also 
because of his family connections. His father, a FCMA, had worked for 
the same organization and was still acting as a consultant in the textile 
industry. The narrative also points to the importance of understanding 
and crafting political skills so as to engage in contextually appropriate, 
acceptable and trust-inducing communication with superiors and sub-
ordinates. Moreover, as far as career development is concerned in this 
kind of organization, professional qualifications are often secondary to 
political adeptness, family connections and ethnic identity.

This same purchasing director was also asked about decision-making 
on the part of the owners and offered the following commentary:

The way they decide? Very soon we come to know, say in six months, 
that they [leaders] took the right decision. It is collective decision-
making ... all directors consult their father and discuss with each 
other ... think of backup plans and have done their homework. And 
even for loans they make sure they have adequate backup ready. 
They listen to everybody from a peon sweeper [sic] to accountants 
and general managers. They are well aware of what is happening, 
and they know who is satisfied with his job and who is not and 
intends to leave. There is a kind of competition between employees 
as to who is going to provide directors with information first; good 
or bad. In such a situation people cannot hide themselves for very 
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long. Therefore owners can lead and manage very effectively even if 
they have been away from the organization for a long spell ... say for 
six months. Within the context of official meetings, who is speaking 
is more important rather than what is said.

One of the key questions arising from this preliminary study is how do 
owner-leaders exercise control over, lead, or carry with them a wide range 
of employees – from technologists, engineers, supervisors and financial 
experts to manual workers and administrators? However well technically 
qualified, managers need to learn the Seth family’s way of doing things 
if they are to gain power and influence in the organization. The above 
interview extract goes some way towards answering this question and 
reveals the primary importance of informal conversation strategies and 
political sensibility. The political dexterity of Seth leaders is dependent on 
up-to-the-minute access to ‘word on the ground’, as it were. A perpetual 
and reliable flow of information enables them to make timely political 
judgements and interventions as demanded by a given context.

Recruitment and retention practices in the Seth organization also speak 
to the importance of political relationships. Unlike MNCs in Pakistan 
who have generally imported the openly competitive appointment proc-
esses and qualification criteria typical of modern organizations, Seth 
organizations place far greater emphasis on family connection, identity, 
personal performance and loyalty. As this purchasing director stated:

Educational qualification is not the main criterion of appointment 
and promotion in this organization. Mian sahiban are more con-
cerned to retain old and loyal people who are not even graduates 
rather than to hire young and qualified people.

There is a certain degree of tolerance for incompetence which might 
be explained, in part, by the sensitivity to pragmatic and emergent 
considerations rather a concern for abstract, rationalist principles or 
transcendental ideals. This is in marked contrast to modern Western 
organizations where, for instance, educational qualification is given more 
explicit weight than certain other tacit personal features. In another 
Seth organization (O2) a general manager with expertise in project 
and production management differentiates his organization from other 
local organizations in the following ways:

Our firm is different from others in this sector as professionals 
have greater voice and influence here in this organization. It is a 
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professionally led company with owners in the background. The 
culture of this organization depends much on the individual gen-
eral manager’s personality and leadership style as against that of 
owners since they are least involved in day-to-day operations. But 
certainly they [owners] are there as they get reflected in the overall 
culture of the organization [to the extent that] a certain form of 
dynamism and openness, focus and a certain vision comes from 
them. However as far as implementation, project management and 
operations and organizing is concerned it is more around the indi-
vidual general manager’s cultural and leadership orientation. By 
vision I mean direction, plans, new markets and openness in organ-
izing always comes from the owners.

As can be seen from the above interview extract, the Seth owners in 
this particular case delegate operational management to qualified and 
professional managers by and large, with little intervention from them. 
Strategic decision-making concerning major investment or expansion, 
however, still rests with the owners. In this instance, top leaders del-
egate to such an extent that managers experience, feel and interpret the 
organization as being professionally led. This in itself is an example 
of political sophistication on the part of the owners who still pull the 
important strings.

When asked about his role and position, the following owner (of O1) 
reveals a scenario that contrasts with the preceding one:

As I am sitting in the director’s seat all I am faced with is responsibil-
ity. I am not sure whether I would have been here in this position 
had I not been the son of the K family. I am here by being the son 
of the owner of the firm whereas much more competent colleagues 
of mine still wander around [in more junior positions]. So I keep 
taking knowledge from my father, uncles and grandfather, through-
out the day, right from the beginning of the day till the end. He 
is into buying and selling decisions and we keep asking ‘why this’ 
and ‘why that’? However, to run the organization I should have such 
knowledge. I do differentiate my knowledge from that of my fam-
ily as my knowledge is more oriented along systemic and integrated 
lines – something based on theory and books. But the knowledge of 
my father and grandfather is based on the philosophy that ‘no one 
can do anything unless we do or say something’. We have to give 
them [the workforce] guidance ... everything should revolve around 
me and they need my guidance.
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Here one observes tension between the younger and older generation 
of the family. This younger director, in his late twenties, holding an 
MBA and with the organization for no more than two years, is critical 
of his predecessors’ ways of doing things. The thoughts and practices 
espoused in the above extract appear to have been influenced by the 
principles of Western business education, an increasing trend that can 
be discerned more widely in Pakistani industrial and corporate life. The 
newer generation of leaders is exposed simultaneously to two streams of 
education: (1) a conventional or traditional one coming informally from 
the mentoring of family elders and driven by emergent and practical 
considerations, and (2) a modern form deriving from Anglo-American 
influenced schooling and exposure to Western managerial literature.

When questioned about the successful attributes of leaders, the same 
young director said:

The beauty of leadership and management in Pakistani organiza-
tions lies in ‘the blindness’ created by the leadership all around the 
company. Everybody [in the company] knows what he has to do 
but none why he has to do it. For example, if a production man-
ager knows how much to produce but he never knows the accu-
rate and very specific costing of that production – and in this case 
if he wants to know about impact of change in production proc-
ess in some manner that would benefit the company – the owners 
and directors of the company would never allow him to access the 
finance manager directly ... rather both, finance and production 
managers will be restricted to their own spheres. The information 
will be mediated and channeled by Mian sahb. As a result, nobody 
will get the overall or true picture of the organization, even people 
in top managerial positions. This is the beauty of the system driven 
by family-based organizations and it prevails all across the textile 
sector in Pakistan ... This has some weaknesses, innovation and R&D 
suffers most, but has the benefit of streamlining and stabilizing the 
process, especially that all organization politics are confined to, and 
revolve around, Mian sahb as he becomes the linchpin for holding 
information and the complete picture, and everybody comes to him 
for answers. An added benefit he receives is developing and portray-
ing himself as an invincible and enigmatic person who is always able 
to take better decisions than technocrats and professionals.

One sees in the above extract a frank and honest admission by one of the 
more vocal and critical directors that leaders have to act as intermediaries 
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between top level managers. A certain degree of ‘blindness’ or ambigu-
ity is deliberately created by Mian sahb, thereby controlling the ‘flow of 
information’ and ‘interaction amongst senior decision-makers’. This is 
not only to establish the centrality of Mian sahb but also to demonstrate 
his (in Pakistani society this is exclusively a male role) eminence and 
invincibility as a successful leader; he is the one who has the full pic-
ture. What we observe is the institutionalization of leadership in local 
Seth organizations through the formation of a business leaders’ identity – 
Mian sahb. This identity is established through the management and 
manipulation of organizational politics which, in turn, entails building 
up authenticity and credibility through the gathering, control and mobi-
lization of high quality information. It is a matter of creating the ‘myth’ 
of the Mian sahb, that is, the Mian sahb who knows the whole picture 
when nobody else does and who never allows others to obtain the fuller 
picture.

Unwritten leadership

One can discriminate between leadership and management process in 
Pakistani organizations in ways that parallel the differences between 
‘technical’ and ‘adaptive work’ identified by Heifetz and Laurie (1997). 
As we tried to demonstrate in the previous section, according to our 
respondents, leadership is highly informal, family-based and political 
while management is construed to be bureaucratic, professional, tech-
nical and technologically driven. However, although the ‘technical 
work’ of management exhibits modern Anglo-American cultural traits, 
the ‘adaptive work’ of leaders seems to have distinctive Asiatic qualities. 
Organizations in the textile industry appear to achieve an appropriate 
mix of these leadership and managerial elements for the context they 
operate in. For instance, a typical textile company would be led man-
agerially by a highly experienced and professionally qualified textile 
engineer as its director of production. In addition, there would prob-
ably be a chartered or cost accountant as director of finance and an 
MBA-qualified director of marketing. The job of an HR director is often 
somewhat less specialized and most of the time managed by the direc-
tor of finance. The organization structure in these departments is tradi-
tionally hierarchical. Leaders (owners) respect, trust and delegate much 
of their authority to functional heads, especially the production and 
financial directors, while they tend to be involved and intervene more 
in marketing and HR-related decisions. Consequently, functional heads 
tend to enjoy greater autonomy – albeit subject to relative ‘blindness’ 
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and ambiguity cultivated by the Seth sahb – and stay loyal to the leader-
ship. Over the functional hierarchy there remains a hierarchy of own-
ers who identify themselves using the modern formal nomenclature of 
‘Board of Directors’, but operate more informally than this designation 
might imply. As discussed above, the common term for this kind of 
organizing within and outside the organization is ‘Seth sahb’ in Karachi 
(Sindh province) while it is ‘Mian sahb’ in Lahore (Punjab province).

It is interesting to note that leaders who consider themselves more pro-
gressive and educated abhor the idea of being identified as Seth or Mian 
sahb as it is commonly perceived to have highly negative connotations, 
for example, being considered as miserly and cost- or penny-conscious. 
The Seth sahb is also caricatured as something of a ‘control freak’ in 
common English parlance. Leadership in the case of large family-based 
organizations is not simple, unitary or particularly coherent; rather, it 
manifests in complex and multiple ways. For instance, studying one of 
the leading textile giants (O1) there were eight family members occu-
pying positions in a nine-member Board of Directors (BOD). The only 
non-family member, head of production, was granted membership of 
the BOD because of his loyalty and technical competency. The other 
eight family members consisted of the grandfather, his four sons and 
three grandsons. These members kept closely in touch with manage-
ment, actively seeking information and also meeting each other fre-
quently. Such meetings were easily facilitated as they were all a part 
of a joint family system and living together in one big compound. So 
practically speaking, board meetings could be convened any time from 
breakfast until late at night and, as a consequence, organization and 
organizing went on perpetually. It is not a typical nine-to-five organiza-
tion of the sort familiar in Europe and the United States. In our view, 
it is this strong and vibrant informal component of leadership fused 
with formal organizational structure which helps to account for the 
productivity of traditional Pakistani organizations. In such organiza-
tions, the normative dividing line between family relationships, work- 
and organizational-relationships cease to exist.

Even within the forms of modern management found in MNCs operat-
ing in Pakistan, managers and leaders exhibit an ‘Asiatic spirit’ of holis-
tic attitudes towards work and organization, family and professionalism. 
For instance Shaukat Mirza, one of the legendary corporate leaders of 
Pakistan, and someone who might seem to embody the global leadership 
ethic, exhibits peculiarly local views and behaviours. While narrating 
the successful buyout of Exxon in his autobiography, From Exxon to Engro, 
Mirza attributed his business success to the supplications and prayers of 
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his family members and wife in particular (Mirza, 2005). More evidence 
can be sought from one of the world’s leading Fast Moving Consumer 
Goods companies in which, despite having one global policy for the 
company worldwide, follows practices of ‘glocalisation’ (Ritzer, 2004). For 
example, during the last decade or so the company’s CEOs have always 
hired from Pakistan. An interview with one of the company’s directors 
established that earlier CEOs hailed from the home country or were 
of European origin. This change in appointment policy is evidence of 
adjustment and adaptation to local culture. One might conjecture that 
global leaders and managers (of Western origin) have, through experi-
ence, been seen to have limited capacities relative to locally groomed 
leaders and managers.

The peculiarly informal processes of organization and leadership are 
further illustrated in the following scenario drawn from our interview 
data. This depicts the case of another leading successful export-based 
organization in Karachi (O2) which has been performing well finan-
cially for nearly two decades in the absence of formal and tightly devel-
oped job descriptions. The informant – a senior manager responsible for 
coordinating operations, sales and quality across company divisions – 
has the experience of working in both Western-influenced MNCs and 
the Seth organization. He states:

There is no formal or written job description, though the organiza-
tion is primarily being developed by professionals and owners, who 
have by and large delegated authority to professional managers. We 
are realizing this now and moving more towards greater formaliza-
tion in our organization as we intend to have a foreign HR consult-
ant for this. Nonetheless, personally I have some apprehensions in 
going too much along this direction as I believe the organization cul-
ture here is more flexible and it is certainly not compartmentalised. 
For instance, you can quite easily change your job or department if 
you want to do so. And this is what attracted me to stay here in this 
organization as sometime back I was offered a job at EN which you 
know is a very prestigious [MNC] to work with, and I joined that for 
some time in 2001, in a permanent position as senior commercial 
and contract officer. The job was very well defined with clear cut job 
responsibilities but in a compartmentalised way. Well this type of 
job has its own benefit but the type of job enrichment and satisfac-
tion I was getting here was not there. So the job with the MNC never 
appealed to me for its challenges as targets were set up on an annual 
or quarterly basis and I achieved those quite easily and received a 
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very good performance report as well – nonetheless I never enjoyed 
that job entirely. I know in such types of organization there is the 
possibility of job rotation in due course but somehow it was not that 
challenging for me. So it was a surprise for people when you just 
leave EN for this local organization, and even today I cherish my 
decision to return to this organization.

This account indicates that even managers who might have an ability 
to work with greater levels of formalization of control in certain con-
texts prefer the indigenous informality of the Seth context. Furthermore 
what is revealed here, interestingly, is that the informality of this large 
local organization is a source of attraction and retention to senior and 
experienced Pakistani managers. The lack of job definition and more 
formalized contract is not off-putting.

The informality of organizational processes is also demonstrated through 
a comment made by this organization’s highly charismatic general man-
ager (GM). While discussing leadership practices he observed that:

We encourage interaction-, conversation- and discussion-based 
decision-making amongst managers, and do not believe in written 
correspondence and communication, and if I see two managers per-
petually engaged in writing or exchanging even e-mails I will give 
them very tough time for doing this.

This interview revealed a number of interesting phenomena relating to 
the Seth organization. Leadership is exercised more through relational – as 
opposed to ‘professional’ or ‘technical’ – modes of conversation and of face-
to-face interaction. Written communication, even if it is faster and more 
rationally efficient, can be seen and interpreted as a sign of distrust and 
avoidance. During the same interview with this GM it became clear that 
he is not moved by the written communication of his subordinate manag-
ers but, rather, uses intuitive judgement to read their political intentions. 
Moreover, within this Seth organization, traditional values were not com-
pletely supplanted by modern, Western-influenced management thought 
and practices, even if some of the production and project management 
techniques are adapted and implemented in this local production context.

When asked about the extent of formal and informal organizing, a 
marketing General Manager in O1 responded:

If I have to quantify leadership and organizing on the scale of 100, 
it is 60% informal and 40% formal. I think the problem with our 
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organizational setting is that policies and procedures are not well 
defined, and are marked by ambiguity and variation. In the absence 
of well-defined procedures we either tend to have charismatic leader-
ship or no leadership at all.

This is an interesting extract insofar as it demonstrates how managers 
in Seth organizations often do not like to admit that the non-rational 
approaches are effective. If educated and trained in Western manage-
ment methods (as many of them are), when questioned they tend to 
want to distance themselves from or deny the efficacy of these cultur-
ally local practices.

Conclusion

Chapter 1 of this volume argued that since leadership processes are 
inherently ambiguous, contextual and complex, the drive to discover 
and establish principles of ‘global leadership’ is misplaced. Studies of 
leadership should be far more sensitive to differing indigenous con-
texts – national, cultural and organizational – and be prepared to think 
through the ramifications of this diversity. In this chapter we have 
sought to take this message to heart and reported on a small-scale study 
of indigenous leadership and organization practices in Pakistan. Two 
thematic attributes of Pakistani leadership discovered through our study 
of Seth organizations is the role of ‘informational politics’ and ‘unwrit-
ten leadership’. We compared and contrasted interview data from senior 
managers and owner-leaders in two such organizations, O1 and O2.

Whereas O1 appeared to prioritize the traditional criteria of ethnic 
identity, family connections and loyalty in recruiting and retaining 
senior staff, in O2 we saw more reliance on professionally qualified 
managers and delegated authority. There seems to be more open inter-
action and information sharing in O2 while communication channels 
in O1 are set up and used strategically by owners to create forms of 
organizational commitment over which they exert direct control. The 
latter organizing strategy entails propounding the Mian sahb myth; per-
petuating ambiguity and, where expedient, casting a strategic ‘blind-
ness’ or cloud over affairs. It is important to note that even within the 
large Seth organizations in Pakistan there are different shades of lead-
ership and different levels of adherence to traditional, local cultural 
or modern managerial and leadership practices. Despite these differ-
ences, however, both organizations are considered highly successful, as 
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evidenced by strong and consistent financial performances, together 
with healthy growth in sales and capacity in recent years.

When it comes to examining the detailed practices that make up 
leadership and management processes within indigenous Pakistani 
organizations, it seems to be fallacious to think in terms of the kinds 
of universal pattern implied by the term ‘global leadership’. If there are 
complex and subtle inter-organizational differences in the Seth sector 
alone, then it would follow that further geographical and anthropo-
logical distance will entail even greater diversity. Rather than neglect 
such differences or paste over them with such misplaced and ubiquitous 
ideas as ‘global leadership’, the research agendas of leadership studies 
would do well to accommodate, investigate and, where appropriate, cel-
ebrate such worldly differences.
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Linking the Worldly Mindset with 
an Authentic Leadership Approach: 
An Exploratory Study in a Middle 
Eastern Context
Behice Ertenu Saracer, Gaye Karacay-Aydin, Çigdem Asarkaya 
and Hayat Kabasakal

Introduction

In recent years, there has been a loss of trust towards the leaders in social 
life, politics and the business world. This loss of trust has directed research-
ers to focus their studies on new leadership approaches that can rebuild 
trust. One of the promising results of these studies is the introduction of 
an ‘authentic leadership’ approach (Avolio et al., 2004; Avolio & Gardner, 
2005; Bass & Steidlmeier, 1999; Price, 2003; Walumbwa et al., 2008).

Authenticity can be defined as knowing oneself through personal 
experiences, thoughts and beliefs and behaving in accordance with the 
true self (Harter, 2002, p. 382). This definition of authenticity requires 
thoughts and feelings to be consistent with actions. Authenticity, as a 
concept, dates back to ancient times and is deep rooted in every civiliza-
tion. For instance,

‘ ● The superior man acts before he speaks, and afterwards speaks according 
to his action’ Confucius (China’s most famous teacher, philosopher 
and political theorist, 551–479 BC)
‘Be as you wish to seem’  ● Socrates (Ancient Greek philosopher, 470 
BC–399 BC)
‘Either seem as you are or be as you seem’  ● Mevlana Celaleddin Rumi 
(Anatolian philosopher and poet, 1207–73)
‘Say as you think and speak it from your souls’ ●  William Shakespeare 
(English dramatist, playwright and poet, 1564–1616)

S. Turnbull et al. (eds.), Worldly Leadership
© Palgrave Macmillan, a division of Macmillan Publishers Limited 2012 
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In line with the value congruence theory of leadership, it might be 
expected that authentic leadership, although quite universal as a con-
cept, would be manifested in different ways when the cultural context 
changes (House et al., 2004, p. 5). This study aims to highlight the 
extent to which the universal characteristics of authentic leadership are 
valid in a region covering Turkey, Iran, Jordan, Syria and Lebanon, and 
also to gain an insight about its emic manifestations in these countries. 
A qualitative methodology is used in this research in order to explore 
the antecedents, dimensions and outcomes of authentic leadership. 
This approach fits the concept of ‘worldly mindset’, since it proposes 
the consideration of contextual characteristics, as opposed to the uni-
versalistic ‘global mindset’.

Authentic leadership

Luthans and Avolio (2003) defined authentic leadership as a process, 
resulting in greater self-awareness and fostering positive development. 
In parallel Kernis (2003) defined authenticity as operating as one’s true 
or core self in daily life. Authenticity actually is not an either/or condi-
tion; people can be described as being more or less authentic or inau-
thentic (Erickson, 1995). This gives room for leaders and followers as 
people to have an opportunity for self-development.

In recent studies several researchers (Gardner et al., 2005; Walumbwa 
et al., 2008) have proposed that authentic leadership can be analysed as 
composed of four main dimensions: self-awareness, relational transpar-
ency, balanced processing and internalized moral perspective.

In these studies self-awareness was explained as being aware of one’s 
own strengths and weaknesses, being able to make self-criticism and 
being cognizant of others’ perceptions of self. Relational transparency was 
referred to as presenting one’s authentic self to others, as opposed to pre-
senting a fake or distorted self, and encouraging others to be transparent. 
Balanced processing was identified as objectively analysing all relevant data 
and opinions before coming to a decision. Internalized moral perspective 
was referred to as an integrated form of self-regulation guided by inter-
nalized moral standards and values, and results in expressed decision-
making and behaviour that is consistent with these inner values.

Cultural context

Previous studies have pointed out that while national cultures have 
their unique attributes, geographic location serves as the basis of the 
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cluster (Ronen & Shenkar, 1985). Kabasakal and Dastmalchian (2001) 
argue that geography precedes some important variables like language, 
ethnicity, climate and religion, which in turn have impact on some 
cultural dimensions (p. 481).

In this study, we have collected data from Turkey, Iran, Jordan, Syria 
and Lebanon, five countries that are geographically located in the 
Middle East. Although in previous studies these five countries have not 
been grouped together in the same cluster, the societies in these coun-
tries are found to share similar cultural values like large power distance 
and low individualism (Hofstede, 2001). Similarly, Kabasakal and Bodur 
(2002) point out that the Middle Eastern cluster consisting of Egypt, 
Morocco, Turkey, Kuwait and Qatar are highly group-oriented, hierar-
chical, masculine and low on future orientation. These highly collec-
tivist cultural aspects merge with significance attached to family and 
other in-group members and result in a hierarchy of relations where the 
father figure is the most respected one (Kagitcibasi, 1994).

The underlying similarities for the cultural clustering of countries 
also have implications for defining outstanding leadership attributes 
in these countries. Kabasakal and Dastmalchian (2001) point out that 
effective leader attributes in Middle Eastern societies were found to be 
team-orientation and charisma. The most noteworthy culture-specific 
leadership practices in this area are ‘consulting the followers’ and ‘ask-
ing their participation as a sign of respect’ and ‘creating a family atmos-
phere’ (Kabasakal & Bodur, 2002). Further, these leader characteristics 
hold regardless of the subcultures in societies. Kuzulugil’s (2009) research 
in different geographic regions of Turkey identified preferred leadership 
attributes in three subcultural groups based on their value orientations. 
Activism was found to be the preferred leadership attribute, followed by 
diplomacy and participative paternalism. Other researchers have also 
found paternalistic leadership to be a preferred leadership characteristic 
in Turkey and the Middle East (Aycan et al., 2000; Kabasakal & Bodur, 
2002). Paternalistic leaders are authoritarian in a fatherly way and con-
sider the welfare of their subordinates both at work and in their private 
lives and expect loyalty and commitment in return.

Theoretical background

Researchers who analysed the concept of authentic leadership 
attempted to differentiate it from other leadership approaches and 
showed that authentic leadership has some commonalities with ethi-
cal, transformational and charismatic leadership approaches on some 
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of their dimensions (Bass & Steidlmeier, 1999; Walumbwa et al., 2008). 
According to another point of view, the point of differentiation is that 
authentic leadership is a ‘root construct’ constituting the basis of posi-
tive leadership (Gardner et al., 2005). In line with this reasoning, one 
can talk about authentic-transformational and pseudo-transforma-
tional leaders (Bass & Steidlmeier, 1999). In the present study we took 
authentic leadership as a root construct and attempted to analyse how 
individuals lead authentically while trying to act in line with local 
and culturally accepted ways of leading people.

In this framework the authentic leadership construct, as proposed by 
Walumbwa et al. (2008), can be regarded as universal. However, it can 
be assumed that every culture will define its own authenticity based on 
its values and local practices. Therefore, high power distance and in-
group collectivism in the Middle East might lead to some differences in 
defining authentic leaders in this part of the world. This is in line with 
the ‘worldly’ mindset proposed by Mintzberg (2004, p. 304). Turnbull 
(2008) supports this view and argues that there is no such thing as 
a universal economic, psychological or cultural rationality, and there-
fore the defining of a universal set of global leadership competencies 
is inherently problematic. Gosling and Mintzberg (2003) recommend 
that today’s managers should internalize a worldly mindset in order 
to manage the context which includes government relations, societal 
trends, legal climate, international developments among other areas. 
Mintzberg (2004, p. 304) argues that adopting a worldly mindset is 
not simply about observation; it is also about the way that someone is 
engaged with and acts within and across these worlds.

Turnbull (2008) believes that one of the essential elements for devel-
oping a deep understanding of worldly leadership in action is ethical 
leadership. It is explained as the kind of leadership that attempts to 
put ethical decision-making high on its agenda, recognizes the cultural 
difficulties associated with this and aims to put integrity and propri-
ety at the heart of organizational governance. These characteristics of 
ethical leadership are completely in line with the internalized moral 
perspective dimension of authentic leadership (Brown & Trevino, 2006; 
Walumbwa et al., 2008).

The challenge of global leadership, on the other hand, is partly seen 
as how to blend a deep understanding of the immediate context with 
a broad understanding of the world. Turnbull (2008) mentions that 
instead of focusing on global leadership as being exclusively about 
top leaders it can more usefully be seen as a ‘dispersed’, ‘distributed’ or 
‘shared’ process within and across organizations, and the interaction 
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of people and ideas among and across cultures. As all dimensions of 
authentic leadership, through the participatory ingredient they have, 
support these points mentioned by Turnbull, authentic leaders might 
well be agents of this dispersion, distribution or sharing of leadership.

According to Mintzberg (2004, p. 307), our world covers political, 
social, economic dimensions in ‘developing’ as well as ‘developed’ 
worlds. Therefore, effective management requires the related compe-
tencies of networking, negotiating, working with different stakeholders 
and managing across cultural divides. All these competencies integrate 
internalized reflection with externalized analysis.

The internalized reflections of a person, in turn, lead to the develop-
ment of that person on a continuous basis. In this respect, authentic 
leadership is regarded as a dynamic concept, which is open to lifelong 
development (Luthans & Avolio, 2003). At the core of authenticity lies 
the harmony of one’s self and behaviour (Gardner et al., 2005; Luthans 
& Avolio, 2003). This implies that reflections of his/her own life experi-
ences may help the individual to get closer to genuine self. The concept 
of ‘worldly mindset’, as put forward by Mintzberg (2004, p. 305) is quite 
close to authenticity because it is defined as a process of experiencing 
other people’s worlds, their cultures and habits and reflecting on own 
experiences.

In consideration of this framework, this research is about inquiring 
into the conceptual and behavioural aspects of authentic leadership in 
the Middle East Region, as well as their antecedents. In other words, the 
study aims to understand how a leader is defined as authentic and to 
gain an insight about emic manifestation of authentic leadership in this 
unique part of the world.

Methodology

The study comprises three phases. In the first phase, the conceptual 
links between trust and authentic leadership are analysed as well as 
their importance. To that end, unstructured in-depth interviews were 
held in Turkey with seven people selected on the basis of convenience. 
The mean age was 38, four being mid-line managers, one retired state 
employee, one architect and one systems analyst. A similar survey was 
also carried in Jordan, Lebanon, Syria and Iran, via internet and tel-
ephone. The sample consisted of ten mid-line managers working in a 
large multinational company. The average age was 34. The responses are 
content analysed and a noticeable intersection between being authentic 
and being trustworthy is underlined.
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The second phase aimed to get an understanding about the construct 
of authentic leadership in this region. Two focus group meetings are 
organized, each consisting of six people. The first meeting was held 
with doctorate students at Bogazici University; the second group was 
composed of mid-line managers working at different organizations. The 
participants were asked to give their definition of authentic leadership 
and their answers were explored in relation to the dimensions of the 
authentic leadership construct as defined by Walumba et al. (2008). 
The group discussions were tape-recorded and the minutes were con-
tent analysed.

The third phase aimed to gain an insight about the validity of uni-
versal dimensions of authentic leadership in the countries covered by 
this study and to determine the emic manifestations. For that pur-
pose, 36 in-depth interviews were held: 21 in Turkey, 9 in Iran and 2 
each in Lebanon, Syria and Jordan (Exhibit 1). These interviews also 
aimed to explore the anteceding factors for authentic leadership devel-
opment. The sample in Iran and Middle Eastern countries consisted 
entirely of managers and directors working in the multinational com-
pany included in the first phase. The sample in Turkey was more varied; 
60 per cent consisting of professionally employed mid-line managers/
directors working in diverse organizations, the rest being self-employed 
people. The average age of the total group of 36 participants was 41 
with an average of 18 years of work experience. Seventy-three per cent 
were male, consistent with the male dominance in the business sector 
in the region. The recordings from these interviews were tabulated on 
an excel sheet such that each verbatim/idea articulated by a participant 
was vertically listed whereas the horizontal lines were used for content 
analysis of these narratives.

Exhibit 1

List of Interviews

Codes Age Occupation Gender

In Turkey    
T1 35 Marketing manager f

T2 45 Architect f

T3 36 Financial specialist f

T4 34 Accountant m

T5 33 Tourism officer f

T6 62 Industrial engineer f

Continued
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List of Interviews

Codes Age Occupation Gender

T7 34 Linguist m

T8 35 Editor in chief f

T9 37 Pharmaceutical com. Manager m

T10 61 Retired executive m

T11 64 Retired executive m

T12 32 Informatics-executive m

T13 56 Export executive – Glass industry m

T14 33 HR manager – IT m

T15 37 Sales manager – pharmaceuticals m

T16 38 Marketing manager – telecom m

T17 33 Public sector – specialist f

T18 40 Sales manager m

T19 45 Bank executive f

T20 54 Managing director – sportswear m

T21 42 Sales manager – chemicals m

In Iran 

IR 1 32 Lawyer and translator f

IR 2 56 General Manager m

IR 3 35 Director marketing f

IR 4 44 Director sales m

IR 5 52 Key account manager m

IR 6 43 Marketing Director m

IR 7 42 Human Resource manager m

IR 8 49 Managing partner m

IR 9 31 Quality control manager m

Lebanon

L1 44 Sales director m

L2 34 Marketing manager m

Syria

S1 42 Sales manager m

S2 34 Technical & manufacturing manager m

Jordan

J1 34 Sales manager m

J2 35 Marketing manager m

Exhibit 1 Continued
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In this research, an in-depth interview method was used to gather data 
because it is the most popular tool in qualitative leadership studies (Bryman, 
2004) and recommended for ‘exploratory’ work. Content analysis is a well-
established method in the analysis of qualitative data because it ultimately 
gives meaning to gathered information (Krippendorff, 2004, p. 18).

According to the suggested steps of content analysis, 799 narratives 
or extracts from interviews, each representing at least one idea articu-
lated in one or more phrases, were documented on an excel sheet and 
a perceptive clustering method was used to categorize them. The same 
process was followed in order to sort out the antecedents and classify 
them separately. Upon the completion of the categorization process, the 
frequencies of each category were tabulated to make the data accessible 
for further analysis.

In order to check the accuracy and reliability of the content analysis 
done, the inter-judge reliability method was used. For that purpose the 
two other authors, who were not involved in the in-depth interviews 
and the initial coding of narratives, independently re-coded all the 
reported cases according to the commonly agreed clustering criteria. 
Both independent evaluation of data and access to sources, where it was 
needed, provided the necessary conditions to ensure the reliability of 
the data (Krippendorff, 2004, p. 216). Consistency between judges was 
checked and the average inter-judge reliability score was calculated at 
80 per cent, which is acceptable (Krippendorff, 2004, p. 242).

Following the reliability check, all researchers came together and 
made a final analysis of all the categories in order to eliminate repeti-
tions and conclude the findings.

Findings

General

The findings reflect that authentic leadership is recognized as impor-
tant and valuable in gaining the trust of followers in the Middle Eastern 
countries.

Analysis of the results confirmed that authentic leadership could be 
considered as a root construct. Being authentic is important but is not 
synonymous with ‘ideal’ leadership. The results of this study reveal 
that leaders are expected to be powerful, charismatic and ready to take 
charge; however, also humble and able to balance power with a humane 
and fair approach towards followers.

This study proposes that the four dimensions of authentic leadership 
(Walumba et al., 2008) are also valid in the geography covered in this 
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Table 12.1 Dimensions of authentic leadership

(SELF) AWARENESS RELATIONAL TRANSPARENCY

Personal Mindset Personal Mindset
Awareness of weaknesses and 

strengths
Open and honest communication

Self-disclosure No lies

Self-development Admitting mistakes

Self-critique Sincerity in displaying emotions

Collaborative Mindset Collaborative Mindset
Prioritization of collective interests 

and having a collective mission
Relational honesty and fairness

Awareness of followers’ values Two-way communication

Awareness of weaknesses and 
strengths of followers

Gentle and incremental feedback

Honest feedback Empathic feedback 

Recognition and appraisal of 
followers

Valuing ideas of followers

Mentoring, coaching and 
counselling

Creating group solidarity

Benevolence Balancing social distance

Empowerment

Protection of others

Empathy and care for others

BALANCED PROCESSING INTERNALIZED MORAL 
PERSPECTIVE

Personal Mindset Personal Mindset
Consulting others before reaching a 

decision
High values and ethics

Objectively analysing relevant data Standing strong for ethical principles

Unbiased approach to other ideas Internalized principles

Consistency of thoughts, values, 
with conduct

Collaborative Mindset Collaborative Mindset
Encouraging all parties to participate Role-model for followers in terms of 

values, and life-style 
Non-discriminative approach Modesty

Tolerance for others

Respect followers
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study. However, as demonstrated in Table 12.1, these dimensions can 
be subdivided further into ‘personal mindset’ and ‘collaborative mind-
set’ sub-categories, the latter addressing emic manifestations of authen-
tic leadership and reflecting the collectivist rather than individualist 
cultural feature, which is typical of this region (House et Al., 2004; 
Kabasakal & Bodur, 2002).

Detailed results about the dimensions of authentic leadership

(Self)-awareness

Although knowing the self is important, it became evident that  ●

awareness of the ‘we’ rather than the ‘self’ counts more. In other 
words, leaders should develop a sense of ‘otherness’ or minimize the 
self or the ‘ego’ so that they can be seen as authentic. Therefore, 
leaders are definitely expected to prioritize collective interests over 
their personal goals. Striving for a collective mission is perceived as 
respectful and trustworthy. ‘The primary goal of the leader should not 
be making more profits or earning more money. He should have a spiritual 
mindset and set a moral mission in life and somehow give something to 
others than take more’ [Exhibit 1, T5].
In addition to being aware of personal weaknesses and strengths,  ●

the leaders are expected to be more aware of the followers’ qualities 
and values because that would lead to honest feedback, open com-
munication and the distribution of welfare in an effective and fair 
manner.
Appreciation and recognition are very powerful tools for developing  ●

the (generally missing) self-confidence of followers. However, most 
leaders refrain from offering this ‘honour’ because of their own fears, 
for example, of losing power and concerns that over-appreciation 
might lead to discontinuation of good behaviour. Therefore a leader 
who is confident in himself and in his relations with others is seen 
as an authentic one.
The leader, being the ideal figure, the ‘role model’, the ‘knowledge- ●

able’, is also expected to be a mentor and share knowledge and expe-
riences with their followers: ‘It is very important to let the followers 
develop self-confidence and self-awareness. That has a quantum effect on 
the whole organization’ [Exhibit 1, T6].

Empowerment of subordinates is a necessary tool within the process 
of their development. However, it is hard for leaders to delegate their 
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power or authority to subordinates unless their fears about powerless-
ness are alleviated. This shift of power is perceived as a sign of confi-
dence in the subordinate and reduced ego, or authenticity of the leader. 
In that context, mentoring, sharing, being the ‘elder brother’ or father, 
demonstrating empathy and benevolence are some of the basic charac-
teristics associated with the authentic leadership.

Relational Transparency

Transparency ‘ ● equals honesty, openness and reliability’ [Exhibit 1, L1] 
and it helps managerial effectiveness and efficiency. However, trans-
parency is quite an issue because fear of losing control might put a 
barrier in being open towards oneself and towards others.
Lack of transparency is a way to protect the power ●  of the leaders 
and to keep their relational distance with their followers in balance. 
‘Transparency can be “used and abused” or misinterpreted! It can be used 
against the manager’ [Exhibit 1, IR5]. Therefore lack of transparency 
can be tolerated as long as the followers are convinced about the 
honesty of their leaders: ‘The followers don’t need to know the thinking 
process of the leader. One should not say everything but whatever he/she 
says should be true’ [Exhibit 1, T18].
Communicating openly, accepting the blame and sharing emo- ●

tions are not so common. However, giving feedback to the follower 
is welcome as long as it is fair, it is shared gently and on the spot. 
Negative feedback necessitates more care and should be given in pri-
vate whereas positive feedback is an opportunity to boost the self-
confidence of the follower and should be given in public. Valuing 
people and demonstrating are important.
Listening to subordinates is a virtue and the landmark of valuing  ●

and respecting people. Therefore, a leader who shows the wisdom to 
listen to others for any good reason is the one who also deserves the 
respect and trust of followers.
Personalized care is the opposite of power; social distance being a  ●

tool for balancing these two forces. ‘The leader should have just enough 
power to give confidence without creating fear!’ [Exhibit 1, T11].

These findings are in parallel with the attributes of paternalistic leader-
ship (Pellegrini & Scandura, 2008), which is quite common in many 
developing countries. The workplace is considered as the family sur-
rounding and the leader keeps the rights of being authoritarian if it is for 
the ‘common good’. Despite some limitations, relational transparency 
is still relevant and is considered as a highly important qualification of 
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an authentic leader. However, in practice, transparency is conditional 
to the development level of the follower, the quality of leader–follower 
relationship or level of trust between them.

Internalized Moral Perspective

Honesty and fairness are considered as necessary in the distribution  ●

of scarce resources evenly and equally among the followers. Both are 
unanimously mentioned as landmarks of authentic leadership.
Consistency and keeping words are crucial for building trust.  ● ‘One 
loses respect and trust when he makes high promises and forgets later’ 
[Exhibit 1, T8].
Leading by example is important and leaders are considered ‘worth  ●

following’ only if they give the impression that their morals and val-
ues are solid and ‘real’. ‘Any effort to disguise his strengths and weak-
nesses gives the impression that he is role playing and that reduces our 
respect. He would rather say so before we even notice so that we build more 
trust’ [Exhibit 1, T1].
Internalization of values necessitates a certain degree of maturity  ●

and life experience. Age is highly respected in this geographical 
region because increased maturity is parallel to gaining wisdom and 
developing tolerance for others. Both respect and tolerance are found 
to be of paramount importance. ‘One should know how to respect the 
followers and never break their pride so that this respect is reciprocated’ 
[Exhibit 1, J1]; ‘People are intolerant and tough to each other. The leader 
should create a climate of tolerance for diverse opinions by being a role 
model himself’ [Exhibit 1, T13].

In sum, an authentic leader is the one who is humble and simple and 
does not need to demonstrate his power in a flamboyant manner. ‘Be 
yourself: don’t try to assume a different character because of the position. If a 
leader makes big manners he does not deserve the respect of others. We dislike 
a show-off; you need to speak the language of the street, be simple, plain and 
charismatic’ [Exhibit 1, S1].

Balanced processing

In general, leaders are expected to decide, but only after consultation  ●

with followers. Listening to followers’ opinions is a way to demon-
strate personal care and respect.
Authentic leaders are expected to be ‘wise’ people with ‘balanced’  ●

attitudes and not be over reactive. ‘An authentic, natural and intimate 
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leader should separate professional life from friendship, he should be objec-
tive and fair so that one could build trust and respect’ [Exhibit 1, T3].
Authentic leaders are the ones who welcome different opinions and  ●

are not afraid of losing power. ‘He/She should be able to show that he can 
be trusted and that the door is always open. He should not dismiss discus-
sion or ideas without giving perspective or explanation’ [Exhibit 1, T19].

Leaders should refrain from presuming to ‘know everything’; they 
should be tolerant, patient and keep a low profile towards others so that 
followers trust them more. ‘An “I know everything” attitude is not appreci-
ated. One should look humble. In general, Westerners and expatriates look at 
us from above’ [Exhibit 1, IR4].

In summary, the study confirmed that authentic leadership charac-
teristics are tightly connected with respect and trust. Respect is defined 
in the literature as ‘paying attention to and taking seriously another 
person’ or as a way of ‘subordinating one’s ego for the greater good’ 
(Reilly, 2002, p.132). In the Middle Eastern region, respect has a slightly 
different connotation compared to the West. It refers not only to sub-
ordinating but rather suppressing one’s ego vis-à-vis someone who is 
perceived to be more powerful, such as respect for the elderly, for par-
ents, for the ‘boss’. Respect is not always by will, but mostly by fear or 
by admiration. In this study, it was found that respect for an authentic 
leader emerges out of admiration towards the leader rather than by fear. 
Another implication of this study is that respect is ‘deserved’ by being 
fair, considerate and consistent: ‘He gets the respect of people by being con-
sistent, communicating gently and not using his position’ [Exhibit 1, T10].

Antecedents to authentic leadership

In this study three factors appeared to be of prime value to the devel-
opment and demonstration of authentic leadership in a work context. 
These are: life experience of the leader, readiness of the followers, and 
congruence of values of the followers and the leader.

Life experience: In line with the life story approach of Shamir and 
Eilam (2005), a unique life experience is considered an important pre-
condition of being authentic. Authenticity is regarded as a process, also 
called authentic leadership development (Avolio & Gardner, 2005), 
according to which one cannot be entirely authentic or inauthentic 
(Erickson, 1995). ‘Age is important in being and becoming yourself. As I 
age I am getting more and more myself and I am not pretending. I don’t need 
anymore to impress people’ [Exhibit 1, IR2]. In line with the life experi-
ence approach, emotions and positive values like social justice, loyalty, 
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honesty, responsibility are important in developing authenticity (Michie 
& Goody, 2005). This is in compliance with the worldly mindset since 
the experience that is meant by these authors is built on truly lived facts 
rather than sole observation: ‘You don’t become authentic just by saying so. 
Authentic leaders have a path to follow in their lives’ [Exhibit 1, T12].

Follower Readiness: The expectations of the followers determine the 
degree of transparency that the leader can effectively demonstrate towards 
them. In that respect, the education level of the followers, the socio-
economic background, professional experience and personality determine 
their expectations from and reactions to a leader (Gardner et al., 2005). In 
that respect, the life experiences, values and emotional sensitivity of the 
followers may or may not support the authenticity of the leader, confirm-
ing the view that authenticity is mutually developed and influenced in 
line with the social exchange theory (Blau, 1964; Ilies et al., 2005).

Value congruence: The results of the study have confirmed the impor-
tance of value congruence between the followers and the leader so that 
the relationship as a whole becomes ‘authentic’. The authenticity of the 
leader opens the way to the authenticity of the follower because the fol-
lower may identify himself/herself with the leader and take the leader 
as a role model. This finding is also supported by Avolio et al. (2004) 
who have proposed ‘identification’ as a mediator between authentic 
leadership and ‘trust’. The social identity theory of leadership (Van 
Knippenberg, 2000) implies that the followers identify with the leader 
to the extent that the leader is prototypical of the group, that is to the 
extent he or she embodies and represents central group values and char-
acteristics. This proposition gains high support in societies marked by 
high in-group collectivism because in such a context, people do not 
look with a critical eye to their group members, including their leaders: 
‘The leader should make us feel that he has the same genes as we do’ [Exhibit 
1, T18]. In the absence of negative criticism, members and leaders might 
develop more authentic and open relationship which in turn might lead 
to even greater value congruence and follower reciprocation.

Discussion

The findings of the present study confirm previous research results as to 
how much leadership is contextual, especially in the Middle East where 
morals and values are of prime importance both in the social and work 
sphere. Although leading by authority is a more popular practice, lead-
ing by example is also quite common. However, the extent to which 
this may be effective is dependent upon the level of development of 
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the follower and the harmony between the leader and subordinate(s). 
Paternalism and active leadership are among the more authoritarian 
leadership attributes that are perceived to be positive in this part of the 
world (Aycan et al., 2000; Kabasakal & Bodur, 2002; Kuzulugil, 2009).

As one moves towards the East, a personal mindset is less important 
and a collaborative mindset becomes more dominant. In-group col-
lectivism can be interpreted as a kind of support for people who have 
handed over their individual power to their leader for setting peace 
and order. In that respect, it is no surprise that this region shows high 
in-group collectivist characteristics and demonstrates a different pattern 
for leader–follower expectations and relations. For example, tightly knit 
in-group solidarity brings non-tolerance for others outside the group 
and feeds in-group favouritism. In line with the high power distance 
characteristics of these societies (Kabasakal & Bodur, 2002) respect and 
power go well together and respect is gained by caring for people’s egos, 
emotions and sensitivities. Fear and admiration for the leaders may 
co-exist so that respect does not dissolve. ‘A leader is to be loved and 
scared as well. He should put a distance because if too close they would not 
respect him but if the distance is too much they would try to harm him. Thus, 
a leader should be both fatherly kind and firm’ [Exhibit 1, IR1].

Given the cultural assumptions, leadership practices that favour more 
transparency and more authenticity may take some time to gain sup-
port. Still, authenticity is a highly desirable model because leaders who 
are authentic not only give directions but also have sound psychologi-
cal capital and are able to give hope, demonstrate optimism, resilience 
and benevolence (Luthans & Avolio, 2003; Gillham & Seligman, 1999). 
These characteristics in turn are so much needed to resolve centuries-
long conflicts and problems in this region. Thus, we expect that pre-
serving group solidarity, harmony and interdependence by balancing 
power and social distance may be manifestations of authentic leader-
ship in the Middle Eastern region.
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13
The Modern Challenges Facing 
Traditional Igbo Village Leadership
Onyekachi Wambu

The (male) individual as leader

The traditional and classical culture of the Igbo people of West Africa 
reveals a fascinating approach to the issue of political leadership. Unlike 
many of their neighbours in Southern Nigeria, Igbo people did not, 
on the whole, maintain centralized polities run by a king or any other 
individual strongman. In fact a popular proverb and slogan, which has 
been handed down as an article of faith, reveals their contempt for 
kings. Igbo Enwe Eze (Igbo have no king), the Igbo chant whenever they 
feel they are being bossed around too much by their neighbours or oth-
ers who would be ‘king’ over them.

The Igbo language, according to the leading Igbo novelist Chinua 
Achebe, contains many words for kings. So the Igbo clearly understood 
the concept, but chose deliberately not to have them (Achebe, 1988, 
p. 112). They would also have seen a version of kingship in action in the 
nearby, militarized kingdom of Benin, which has been one of Africa’s 
most dominant empires during the last 500 years.

So why did they actively reject an institution that seemed to work so 
well among their neighbours? Why did they avoid importing the cen-
tralizing baggage that would have accompanied such an institution?

Achebe relates two popular tales about why most Igbo communities 
dispensed with the institution of kingship. The stories offer important 
insight into Igbo attitudes about leadership. In the first, he reveals com-
ically that in the dim past the Igbo did have kings but the institution 
‘fell out of use because of the rigorous conditions it placed on the aspir-
ant, requiring him to settle the debt owed by every man and every 
woman in the kingdom’(Achebe, 1988, p. 112). Individuals aspiring to 
be king in the end abandoned their ambitions, choosing liquidity and 
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wealth rather than the onerous poverty inherent in assuming the com-
munity’s potentially endless debts and liabilities.

The second story concerns the reason the chicken became the fore-
most sacrificial animal in this part of Africa. All the animals had 
become alarmed after hearing that man suddenly demanded animal 
blood to appease the gods. The village bell rang out, calling all animals 
to a meeting to respond to this new menace. As they converged on 
the village square, chicken was walking casually in the opposite direc-
tion, apparently on his way to attend to some important business of 
his own in another village. When confronted by his fellow animals 
over why he was not attending the critical village assembly, the breezy 
chicken, according to Achebe, did a remarkable thing: ‘He asked them 
to convey his good wishes to the assembly and, for good measure, added 
his declaration to support and abide by its resolutions’ (Achebe, 2000, 
p. 15). Chicken’s nonchalant behaviour and his dereliction of his collec-
tive duty and social responsibilities was duly punished by the assembly: 
‘After a long heated debate the animals accepted, and passed unani-
mously, a resolution to offer the chicken to man as his primary sacrifi-
cial animal. And it has remained so to this day’ (Achebe, 2000, p. 16).

A number of ideas stand out in these two funny, but deadly serious 
stories which offer a glimpse into how the Igbo traditionally organ-
ized their societies and viewed leadership. The first is their suspicion of 
those who would put themselves forward for leadership or power, and 
the burden that they immediately place on such aspirants to dissuade 
them from wanting to rule over others. The second is their abhorrence 
of individual males not wanting to assume the burden of their own 
leadership, if only to represent or defend their own interests in the pop-
ular assembly. What fully emerges is a preference for egalitarian and flat 
political structures, and the embrace of an almost republican form of 
direct democracy for male individuals.

In fact, traditional Igbo society overwhelmingly abhorred empires, 
standing armies and the paraphernalia that accompanied large states. 
The Igbo deliberately scaled the level of their political unit to no larger 
than a village that had ‘a popular assembly that is small enough for 
everybody who wishes to be present to do so and to “speak his own 
mouth”, as they like to phrase it’ (Achebe, 2000, p. 16).

When the British colonized this area of Nigeria between 1900 and 
1914, they found that they literally had to conquer the territory vil-
lage by village, so decentralized was the system of organization in the 
Igbo culture area. Bringing order to thousands of such small-scale vil-
lage societies, where each person could represent themselves was a 
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remarkable achievement, given the size of the Igbo ethnic group which, 
at the turn of the last century, numbered in the millions. The British 
effectively had to introduce a state into what had been, up until that 
point, a well organized stateless arrangement characterized by village 
participative democracy.

Blood, land and collective political leadership

Although each male individual was his own political leader, the thou-
sands of villages were also collective social and political units. The 
method of aggregating individual decisions into collective actions was 
through the legitimating principle at the heart of these villages – blood 
and land.

The villages were usually constituted by related male siblings (or 
blood-based relationships which were invented). This real or invented 
family would then establish control over a communally owned patch 
of land, highly important in a society based on an agricultural mode 
of production. Male heads maintained and had sovereignty over their 
own households, but would share collective sovereignty of commu-
nally owned land and responsibility for the institutions needed to 
manage it. This arrangement promoted and sustained peace and order 
in the wider village.

The overwhelming common purpose and motivation of the village, 
as understood by convention, was to provide security for the related sib-
lings and their extended family, and to ensure that the land was passed 
intact, down the bloodline to the next generation. Because everybody in 
the village was related through the original founding siblings, a vigor-
ous incest taboo was enforced, and exogamy practised. Wives were mar-
ried into the villages, and daughters married out to other villages that 
did not share a bloodline. A patriarchal system consequently evolved 
to limit the transfer of communal lands only to the descendents of the 
original founding siblings. Thus daughters from the village were denied 
inheritance because it was feared they would take ownership of the land 
out of the village with them on their marriage.

The married male descendents of the original founding siblings became 
the trustees or custodians of the land for the next generation, and assumed 
the position of the most powerful political actors in the village. They 
formed the legislative council, with a smaller executive and judiciary also 
emerging from this group. Given that legitimacy was also linked to how 
close one’s connections were to the original founding ancestors, those 
who were closer to them in time, the oldest members of the community 
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and also of the legislative council were given the greatest powers in the 
village – the executive power to allocate land and make sovereign deci-
sions regarding the village. Despite in theory being an ostensible direct 
democracy, where each married male represented his household at the 
assembly and had equal voting rights, the village actually deferred to a 
gerontocracy because they controlled the most important elements – the 
allocation of common land and the important interpretation of the orally 
handed down common law and rules ‘Omenala’ that govern the village. 
Within this system it was important to understand that legislative, execu-
tive and judicial power and leadership was therefore generational – and 
young married men could wait sometimes until they were in their sixties 
before they began to exert executive or judicial power and make signifi-
cant decisions.

So all married males, their wives and children (male and female) 
could attend the village assembly to argue and influence debates about 
common village matters, but only a proportion of the assembly, mar-
ried males, could then legislate, and beyond that, only an even smaller 
proportion in reality had executive or judicial powers. Decision-making 
among the legislative community of married men, and among the 
executive and judiciary tended to be slow and time consuming, as the 
aim was to build consensus around major decisions rather than simply 
arrive at majority decisions.

Dispersed leadership and power centres

Beyond the display of power and leadership ritually enacted at the 
assembly, court and other hearings, there were several other loci of what 
could be identified as formal centres of power and leadership which 
inform and influence the legislature. The first centre was occupied by 
a group, ‘Nwanyi alu aru’ (or ‘married in’ wives). They derived all their 
power and authority through marriage, and depending on their rela-
tionship within the household, had the potential to shape their hus-
band’s behaviour in the legislature, the executive or judiciary. Outside 
the home, they were entitled to attend village assemblies and were able 
to shape discussions, particularly if they had taken chieftaincy titles, 
but had no voting rights because they do not own land independently. 
Talking without power means that in reality they tended to get on 
with practical business at home and rarely attended assembly meetings 
unless the matter directly impacted them or a very serious issue was 
under discussion. They did, however, provide an important element of 
the ‘civil service’ for implementing decisions made by the legislature 
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and executive, and they wielded a considerable degree of de facto power 
as a result of actually doing the work.

The second centre of power was occupied by the sons of the ‘married 
in’ women. This is the age graded younger unmarried males in the vil-
lage, officially called ‘Nwa afo’ (sons of the soil). As the next generation, 
their voices were important, especially as traditionally they provided 
internal policing and external military functions for the village on the 
orders of the elders; they provided an element of the ‘civil service’ for 
implementing executive decisions; and finally, they provided the music 
making, wrestling and masquerades that were the physically demand-
ing parts of cultural entertainment.

The final centre of traditional power was occupied by the sisters of 
the above, ‘Nwa ada’ (or the daughters of the soil). Unlike their brothers 
they were not able to inherit land because they were expected to eventu-
ally marry out, which limits their political rights. Spinsters or divorced 
daughters were entitled to a parcel of land to live on in the home vil-
lage, but access to this land was through the ‘grace and favour’ of their 
fathers or, later on, brothers, and did not entitle them to voting rights 
in the village. Convention did, however, allow them a massive space 
for leadership and power. As a collective, the daughters of the soil were 
seen by the village as the final arbiters of its affairs. They had the right 
to intervene if there was a dispute that could not be resolved in any of 
the other constituted forums and the village was on the brink of tearing 
itself apart. It is not clear why ultimately the buck stopped with them, 
and they were seen as the great healers and reconcilers. The fact perhaps 
that they were the only group in the village who did not have an axe to 
grind over land, and are seen to be neutral because they were expected 
to live outside the village with their husband, might have something to 
do with it. Although convention allowed space for this leadership inter-
vention by the daughters of the soil, it was rarely activated.

As important as it has been to describe individuals and groups with 
formally recognized power and leadership functions, there were also 
people in these villages without any formal role, and who were power-
less, and played no role in the affairs of the village. The first in this cat-
egory of the powerless were the ‘foreign’ landless families living within 
the jurisdiction of the village but without a blood or marriage link to 
the descendants of the original founders. In time (after a generation or 
so) these families were eventually integrated into the village story. This 
was usually done through the invention of a familial link to the origi-
nal founding siblings, which would then effectively convert them into 
full citizens of the village.



228 Onyekachi Wambu

The second in the category of powerless people were the outcasts or 
people who had broken various religious and moral taboos. These peo-
ple were frequently banished from the village for long periods, effec-
tively revoking their citizenship. Or if their sentence allowed them to 
remain within the village, they had their rights severely curtailed by 
being considered non-citizens.

As can be seen, citizenship and other core political rights were funda-
mentally linked to land and blood. Inheritance to the land determined 
the gendered nature of rights and power for men and women. So linked 
to blood and land were all these rights that, in the Igbo language, the 
word Amadi – ‘free person’ – is understood to mean: ‘a male with land 
who lives within a community of equal peers’. Everybody else, while 
not quite ‘slaves’, are certainly not considered to have full political, or 
human rights.

Transition to colonial rule and independence

Today the Igbo people are between 16 and 25 million strong, making 
them one of Africa’s largest ethnic groups.1 They are predominately 
concentrated in their culture area which is located in five states in the 
south east of Nigeria. Just over half the population continue to live in 
thousands of rural villages, but increasingly the population is becom-
ing urbanized as people drift to the rapidly expanding Igbo cities and 
towns of Enugu, Onitsha, Owerri, Aba and Umahia.

Significant numbers also live outside the five states of the Igbo cul-
ture area – first, in neighbouring states; second, across the rest of Nigeria, 
where they are industrious traders and business people; third, throughout 
the West African region; and finally beyond Africa, mainly in the United 
Kingdom and United States. Defeat and colonization by the British, and 
then incorporation into the Nigerian state in 1914, provided the most 
profound break between classical Igbo political and leadership structures 
and what we have today, which is a hybrid system. The British brought in 
schools through the missionaries, and their laws and customs. But they 
did not really have the men on the ground to overhaul the traditional 
system entirely. Instead they co-opted the traditional structures to rule, 
also using them to channel their orders downwards and demands from 
the people upwards. In this set up, ‘customary law’ and governance con-
tinued to have the greatest impact on the majority of peoples’ lives at the 
village level. It was only in the new colonial constructs, the urban centres 
that grew up around railways and which were used as administration 
centres, that British rule of law came into its own.
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Since independence in 1960, the Nigerian state has proved as weak 
as the British in having an impact on governance at the village level. 
The Nigerian state has formalized this weakness, and allowed the vil-
lage level leadership to remain the main arbitrating structure. The 
Nigerian constitution allows for the ‘customary settlement of disputes’. 
On paper, Nigeria’s laws would be grouped in the following hierarchy 
(international conventions, pan-African conventions, Nigerian federal 
law, Nigerian state law and local law and finally, customary law) with 
what one would expect to be the most powerful at the top and weakest 
at the bottom. In reality, in the rural areas the customary law category 
is in fact the most powerful in peoples’ lives because by using it: they 
enter into a legal and governance structure where they deal with peo-
ple they know and trust; they can speak the language and understand 
the culture; know that they can get relatively quick justice (unlike the 
Nigerian courts where people have been known to be imprisoned on 
remand for ten years); and finally justice is inexpensive and within 
their means (usually resolved by the provision of livestock or food to 
the adjudicating officers).

Since the intervention of the British, this traditional system has sat 
uneasily with the modern bureaucratic state and its paraphernalia of 
functionaries, politicians and other religious and civic bodies. The 
modern structures dip in and out of village life, mostly around national 
and local elections when the modern structures harness the traditional 
structures to deliver votes in order to monopolize control of the secu-
rity services and, through them, control the oil revenues.

Villages will occasionally organize to push their sons and daughters 
into that national space, so they can capture local, state and national 
power, in order to return resources to the village. This new hybrid 
leader, comprising both men and women, with one foot in the village 
and in national politics has been evolving since the British interven-
tion, and is one of the most interesting developments of the last one 
hundred years. Adaptation has however been difficult. Blood and land 
has proved a difficult obstacle to surmount, especially when evolving 
the kind of accountability demanded of politicians in a large state. How 
do you select/elect people in this new structure, where they are operat-
ing without the sort of trust and social capital that exists at the village 
level to hold people accountable? Like the story of the chicken, the Igbo 
have found it tricky electing leadership that can represent them in the 
multi-ethnic Nigerian state. As with the chicken, they have found that 
once you delegate power, you frequently become the ‘sacrificial lunch’. 
So at the national level, there is a sense of every man for himself. In the 
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last Presidential elections in Nigeria, the Igbo threw up at least eight 
candidates for President, while most other big ethnic groups rallied 
around one candidate.

The churches are one element of the modern bureaucratic colonial 
state that has deep roots within the villages. In the early days of colo-
nization, as well as having a church building in most villages, they also 
provided education through the mission schools. In the new evangeliz-
ing and ‘born again’ phenomenon that has been sweeping Nigeria since 
the 1980s, new groups of power brokers have emerged in most villages. 
These are educated young men and women, who have acquired author-
ity and legitimacy as alumni of the church schools. Such schools have 
been important institutions in villages for the last seventy years.

Challenges and crisis in the modern world

Due to the weakness of the Nigeria state, in the rural areas traditional 
leadership structures, contrary to expectation, have continued to hold 
sway. Over the years Igbo village elders have continued to deliver justice 
and other services, usually with minimal resources from the state or 
federal government, while the state and federal government monopo-
lizes resources while usually delivering minimal services (ECA, 2007, 
pp. 20–3; Okafor, 2000, pp. 503–28; Uwazie, 1991 pp. 87–103).

A new and growing force, rapid urbanization, is however threatening 
to totally undermine the way village governance operates. My own vil-
lage, Uhuru Umu Ekweasu is at the centre of this new storm. Uhuru lies 
about 5 kilometres from Aba, an industrial city of over half a million 
people. Aba is a polluted, chaotic eyesore, but is an important manu-
facturing and trading centre in Nigeria. It is a place where you can buy 
well-made leather goods, including shoes and handbags, and also car 
spare parts. It has been growing at an exponential rate and my village is 
becoming a suburb of this new, thrusting metropolis.

The coming of Aba is having a dramatic impact on the village. Over 
the last 15 years, land has begun to attract a premium price, and vil-
lagers have begun illegally privatizing and selling communal lands to 
‘strangers’ for development. The sales have led to increased tension and 
disputes within the village as communal lands shrink rapidly, and, 
against all common law, become privatized. Most of this privatization 
is driven by young men, members of the village assembly. These young 
men are abandoning farming and are selling communal village land 
so they can raise capital to enable them to set up new businesses in the 
town. They are also frustrated by their lack of executive and judicial 
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powers in the village, which is preventing orderly reform. They are at 
least 30 years from power, and are frustrated that the elders on the 
executive and judicial committees are not responding quickly enough 
to the challenges confronting the village with the expansion of Aba. So 
generational leadership is under immense stress in a fast moving world – 
where the young have become impatient.

The old men, on the other hand, whose power and authority was 
dependent on trusteeship over common lands, and the authority this 
gave them to make law, appear powerless to do anything about the sales. 
Determined ‘privatizers’ of land are taking the arising legal disputes 
beyond the village into the Nigerian judicial system, a location where 
the old men have neither the education, language skills, or money to 
contest the privatizations. As their role as custodians and trustees of 
communal land is eroded, so their political authority and leadership 
role is also being challenged. In the short term, neither the Nigerian 
state functionaries nor other leadership groups within the village have 
filled the leadership vacuum that has been created. What is apparent is 
a kind of creeping chaos and anarchy which three years ago produced 
a situation where there was an unprecedented total breakdown in law 
and order in the village. The incident triggered violence and anguish 
that had not been seen in the village in living memory. It led indirectly 
to the deaths of at least two of the elders at the hands of the younger 
men (Wambu, 2007, pp. 112–33).

The forces unleashed by modernization have also led to other 
demands from different foci of leadership in the village. The born 
again alumni group from the church school are demanding a greater 
role in village life. The group who are making the greatest challenge 
are the women in the village, both wives and daughters. Changes in 
the mode of production, urbanization and migration have also led to 
women wanting reform of the denial of land rights. The denial of land 
inheritance rights to women (which was based on pragmatic reasons 
when the village was a universe unto itself and people lived and died 
within a five mile radius) is no longer practical. If land in the village 
is increasingly privatized, sold to ‘strangers’ and no longer part of a 
blood pact, why cannot women inherit from their husbands or fathers? 
However reversing the gender discrimination against women is proving 
difficult, as the defenders of the status quo wrongly argue that women 
were denied rights not for pragmatic reasons to do with inheritance and 
the land being taken out of the village, but because women’s inferiority 
was always codified in the common law and rules, ‘Menial’, which liter-
ally translates as ‘conduct and the land’. Incidentally Ala, the earth, is 
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a female deity, so the position of the defenders of the status quo is even 
more peculiar.

Conclusion: Enduring principles

Urbanization and modernization are producing rapid changes in the 
village of Uhuru. The dispersed leadership and power centres in the 
village appear unable to respond. Blood linked to shared land, the basis 
for power and civic engagement and rights in the village, cannot cope 
when confronted with the half million strong urban entity of Aba with 
its privatized land and amorphous bureaucratic structures.

Meanwhile, the dispersed leadership and power centres in the vil-
lage are not talking to each other about the common threats facing 
them. They are also not honestly discussing the different opportuni-
ties and disadvantages that confront them separately (liberation for the 
young and women from generational power and discrimination, and 
loss of power and authority for elders on the legislative and executive 
council). Instead, the community is fragmenting into chaos and facing 
crisis. Perhaps it is time for the daughters of the soil to intervene in the 
power and leadership space, allowed them by convention and, pull the 
community back from the brink. It would mean them turning a rarely 
used potential and theoretical space for leadership into an actual site 
of struggle that would facilitate meaningful and beneficial change for 
the village.

Despite the challenges that the classical Igbo leadership and gov-
ernance structures are facing in modern Nigeria, there continue to be 
enduring principles from the tradition which are worthy of salvaging. 
First, direct or self-representation might become increasingly attractive 
as the crisis of representative leadership deepens in the West, Africa and 
elsewhere. Like the chicken, we do not want to become the sacrificial 
lunch, while corporations, their lobbyists and the rich fund our repre-
sentatives in order to purchase, as journalist Greg Palast would say, ‘the 
best democracy money can buy’ (Palast, 2003. Technology will enable 
the kind of instant referenda that could facilitate the workings of a sys-
tem of direct democracy.

Second, a focus on consensus voting instead of majority voting has its 
advantages. The first past the post system has led to instability and con-
flict across much of Africa. Those who have received a minority of all votes 
cast nevertheless believe they have a mandate for radical or revolution-
ary action in religiously and ethnically diverse communities. Consensus 
voting is time consuming and deliberative, but the fact that it relies on 
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constant communication between disagreeing parties and includes ele-
ments of power sharing makes it beneficial for African societies.

Finally, institutionalized age grade and gender representation also 
widen participation. Countries like Rwanda have made great progress in 
constitutionally institutionalizing gender equality. Since the genocide 
in 1994, just over 25 per cent of Parliamentary seats are now reserved 
for women.2 The law has led to dramatic improvements in terms of the 
level of female representation in Parliament, with 56 per cent now rep-
resented, making Rwanda the leading country in the world for giving 
voice to women. A similar block reservation of seats for young people 
would engage and involve their participation in the formal process of 
leadership and governance. It would provide the sort of apprenticeship 
system and introduction to governance and power that, at its best, the 
traditional Igbo village assembly provided.

End notes

1. Census figures in Nigeria are controversial, given the rivalry there is for 
power between the different ethnic and religious groups in the country. 
For nearly thirty years between 1963 and 1991, the country was unable to 
approve its census figures. Different regions accuse others of rigging and 
inflating figures, as political representation and revenue allocation from the 
country’s oil wealth is linked to the demographic spread. The figures here 
are taken from the 2007 census. The 2007 census did not measure ethnic 
or religious affiliations, so the figures are estimates based on the numbers 
in the five Igbo states and Igbos living beyond these five core states, in 
neighbouring states and the major cities of the Nigerian federation. There 
is, therefore, a wide margin of error.

2. http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2010/may/28/womens-rights-rwanda
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14
Influences, Tensions and 
Competing Identities in Indian 
Business Leaders’ Stories
Sharon Turnbull, Tricia Calway and K. R. Sekhar

Introduction

This chapter reports on research into the competing and overlapping 
leadership narratives found in contemporary Indian business leaders’ 
stories and the implications of these findings for leadership development 
and knowledge in a global society. The research asked how these Indian 
leaders have learned to lead, what influences in their lives have shaped 
their leadership and what influences in Indian society have consciously 
or unconsciously affected their leadership thinking and practice.

It was clear from this study that Indian leadership is shifting. Western 
organizational practices have entered the language and practice of 
modern leaders and entrepreneurs, but the extent to which these either 
enhance or dehumanize the modern Indian workplace seems to depend 
on how they are interpreted and implemented. This is a study that has 
important repercussions and implications for leadership knowledge and 
leadership development in today’s global world.

One of the key research questions posed was whether and how ancient 
leadership wisdoms are still prevalent in Indian society, whether and 
how they influence Indian business leaders in India and the United 
Kingdom, and if so in what way? The research also asked how far west-
ern leadership thinking was also evident in the leaders’ values and 
behaviours, as well as how western education and wider global influ-
ences blend or compete with the ancient wisdoms in Indian society 
(whether these be eastern religious influences or secular political, social 
or cultural influences). Finally we investigated how the leaders accom-
modate or reject these potentially competing mindsets.

S. Turnbull et al. (eds.), Worldly Leadership
© Palgrave Macmillan, a division of Macmillan Publishers Limited 2012 
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Social values and influences on leadership in Indian 
organizations – a literature review

There have been various studies of Indian values and their influences 
on leadership in recent years. Most are based on questionnaire-based 
surveys, and a number draw on and apply Western leadership theories, 
particularly transformational leadership to the Indian business context.

Sinha and Sinha (1990) identified five social values evident in Indian 
organizations. These are affective reciprocity which means power play 
in terms of affection and deference; preference for personal relationships; 
group embeddedness where members of a group are owned and bound 
by personalized relationships; duty and obligation over hedonism based 
on the Hindu values of self-control and containing of impulses; and 
hierarchical perspective, illustrated by the hierarchy of the Indian gods. 
Kumar and Sankaran (2007) point out that group embeddedness is nor-
mally based on ethnic, cast and religious similarities. They also note 
that in India, relationships are all-important in the workplace, since 
work is not normally valued as an end in itself, but is only valued if it is 
part of a positive personalized relationship. This, they claim is balanced 
with the aram culture which means ‘rest and relaxation’.

The hierarchical orientation of Indian society is a recurring theme 
of these Indian studies, together with the recurrent theme of leaders as 
gurus or teachers (Kumar & Sankaran, 2007; Rarick & Nickerson, 2008; 
Sekhar, 2001). The source of the ‘leader as teacher’ perspective appears 
to be the ancient text the Bhagavad Gita which advocates a ‘raj-rishi’ 
model of leadership where the king (raj) is also a learned one (rishi – a 
guru, a teacher). Kumar and Sankaran (2007) note that even contempo-
rary Indian boss–subordinate relationships are often enacted as those 
of teacher–student. Furthermore, this is linked to the Indian preference 
for a personalized relationship between boss and subordinate which can 
often influence decision-making. R.C. Sekhar’s (2001) survey of 4000 
respondents from a cross-section of Indian society ranked the teacher 
as far ahead of all other professions in societal esteem. Interestingly, he 
also notes a transition in teacher style in India away from the polemical 
in favour of a more facilitating and reflective style. This, he suggests, 
may be more appropriate for the cyber age of knowledge management, 
and is in line with the ancient tradition of Gautama Buddha. The impor-
tance of the teacher–student relationship in Indian society is also found 
in the ancient Indian scriptures, the Upanishads:

O almighty God, you protect both of us (the teacher and the stu-
dent) together; you bear both of us together, may both earn the 
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shakti (power of learning) together, may our learning be luminous 
(impressive); may we never bear ill-will towards each other. (Kumar 
& Sankaran, 2007)

Sekhar (2001) has argued that the sources of India’s ethical and leader-
ship traditions are far broader than the three-way source of ‘folkways, 
ancient Indian wisdom and transnational systems’ proposed by Sinha 
(2000). He points in addition to the influences of ‘the varied tribal lore 
of those living on the peripheries and now joining the melting pot’ 
(p. 360) as well as to the influences of the American, French and Soviet 
revolutions, which he claims offered egalitarian and democratic inspi-
ration in India. He does, however, acknowledge that despite these com-
plex and varied influences on Indian ethics, the Gita remains strong: ‘It 
is by far the most profound influence among the elite in India’ (p. 361), 
in particular in its emphasis on taking decisions without selfish motives 
(nishkama karma) and in a balanced manner (sthitaprajna). Rarick and 
Nickerson’s (2008) reading of the Gita manuscript extracts the follow-
ing leadership qualities: maintaining proper role; being true to one’s 
values; being a good role model; self-sacrifice; being kind and compas-
sionate; acting without pride; forgiving; acting with purity; and acting 
in the common good.

Two further contrasting ancient literary influences on leadership 
in India have been identified by Sekhar (2001). The first is Kautilya’s 
Arthasastra which proposes a manipulatory ethic for leaders, deemed 
to be close to the much later ideas of Macchiavelli. The second is 
Thiruvalluvar’s Kural, a south Indian classic that propounds an ethic 
of trust, although it does not go as far as proposing democracy or even 
transparency.

Even more important than these great classics, however, is the influ-
ence of mythology on Indian beliefs and values. The century-old legend 
of Rama, for example, is cited as one of the most important. The legend 
is based on compassion and sensitivity, and lies at the root of a compas-
sionate and sensitive leadership style, exemplified by Gandhi and still 
manifest in contemporary India (Sinha & Sinha, 1990). The Krishna 
legend offers a more pragmatic leadership style, aimed at achievement 
even in adverse conditions. Sekhar predicts a revival in this model 
as competitive forces increase. His thesis overall is that these various 
leadership styles tend to be combined and balanced by Indian leaders, 
and that it is the ‘self-discipline’ and wisdom of the virtuous person 
depicted in the Gita, combined with the ethos of democracy, that lie at 
the heart of Indian leadership today.



Indian Business Leaders’ Stories 237

Singh and Krishnan (2005) studied the unique manifestations of 
transformational leadership in India, and found that fundamental 
social values: ‘concept of Maya, preference for action, potential divin-
ity, and goal of freedom – facilitate the emergence of transformational 
leadership’ (Bass, 1985). The most frequent Indian leadership values in 
their study (ranked in order) were:

Nurturant (caring, dependable, sacrificing, authoritative, paternal). 
They posit that the Karta (father figure) is one of the earliest and strong-
est influences on the mind of an Indian. With this leadership model an 
organization will be viewed as an extended family.

Personal touch (personalized rather than contractual workplace rela-
tionships at the workplace, Sinha, 2000). Indians expect informality 
from every member of an in-group. With this leadership model an open 
door would be available to the in-group and relationships would extend 
outside the workplace.

Expertise (possessing great knowledge and experience in many fields). 
Unique to Indian leaders, they suggest, is the idea of being a ‘master of 
all trades’, rather than the western idea of general intelligence.

Simple living, high thinking illustrated by a Gandhian leadership style
In addition, but in smaller numbers, they found: encouraging and 

accepting loyalty from followers (again reflecting personalized relation-
ships), self-sacrificing behaviour (representing the simple lifestyle and 
belief in duty) and a ‘giving’ model of motivation (based on the notion of 
fulfilling one’s duty to society rather than one’s individual needs).

Balancing influences of global or Western values on 
Indian leadership

Singh and Krishnan’s (2005) study cited above was based on follow-
ers’ perspectives of 250 working executives in India. Using dimensions 
that they deemed were unique to Indian culture, to contrast with those 
taken from the MLQ that are deemed to be universal, their findings 
suggested that 56 per cent of the leadership values identified in their 
study were uniquely Indian, and 44 per cent were ‘universal’.

Satyavrata (2004) uses the word ‘glocalization’ to describe what hap-
pens when the waves of globalization ‘penetrate the embankments of 
indigenous tradition and culture’ (p. 212). This presents various prob-
lems for Indian leaders, who, as Kunnanatt (2007) has suggested are 
uncertain how to lead a workforce that is often at once high-tech and 
tradition bound. Kunnanatt’s research conclusions from a study in a 
high-tech bank indicate that authoritarian leadership will no longer 
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work in an educated Indian workforce, and that the follower expec-
tations in this context are now a blend of encouraging, nourishing, 
empathic and emotionally supportive. This is illustrated in a recent key-
note address from the Chairman and Managing Director of the Bank of 
Baroda in Mumbai, in which he tells the story of the business turna-
round of this bank by adopting a ‘policy of ‘tough love’– balancing 
compassion with performance’ (Satyavrata, 2004, p. 211) which might 
be seen to embody both Indian and Western leadership values.

The so-called new economy of India is preoccupying many Indian 
scholars and business leaders, who have posed questions about the 
impact of globalization, competition, the economy, and information 
technology on leadership. Gaur (2006) surveyed leaders from what he 
calls the traditional old economy alongside those from the new digital 
economy. While the importance given to competencies required by 
leaders from both groups varied only slightly, with a general upward 
trend in the importance of competencies, a disturbing finding was a 
drop from 2nd to 11th place in the ranking of integrity by the new 
economy leaders. Gaur offers no direct explanation for this, but does 
point to the recent business scandals in the western world, and warns 
that Indian leaders should take swift action at organizational, policy 
and societal levels in order to address this potentially alarming trend.

Kumar and Sankaran (2007) suggest that Indian employees are now 
embracing so-called global values at the same time as remaining con-
nected to Indian societal values. Sinha and Kanungo’s (1997) research 
concurs. However, in addition, they propose that the Indian workplace 
may be more able to incorporate a global/local co-existence than other 
cultures as a result of two sociological factors in India: the first is context 
sensitivity, that is the willingness and ability to adapt an idea or behav-
iour in context; the second is a disposition for balancing, that is avoiding 
extremes, and integrating or accommodating diverse considerations. 
Balancing is an idea that features strongly in the Bhagavad Gita (Sekhar).

Our review of the present literature in this field focuses on the findings 
of a number of mainly Indian scholars relating to Indian social values 
and their leadership manifestations. It is clear from this small Indian-
based literature that societal values play a very important part in shaping 
leaders and leadership behaviours, but also that Western or so-called glo-
bal or universal values are also increasingly an influencing factor.

Methodology

The research methodology was inductive and social constructionist in 
orientation. Semi-structured interviews were designed and conducted 
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in the leaders’ workplaces with a view to eliciting the leaders’ stories 
of their leadership journeys, their values and beliefs, as well as their 
role models and other influences. Seventeen interviews were conducted 
with business leaders. Twelve of these were in India and five were first-
generation British Indian leaders.

At the beginning of the interview, the leaders were asked to consider 
their biographical timeline, together with events that had influenced 
their leadership. Questions then proceeded to cover family background, 
education, professional experiences, and values and behaviours.

The interviews were transcribed and the leaders’ stories and narratives 
coded thematically in order to identify emergent themes. Our analysis 
of the stories aimed to discover how the leaders perceived their leader-
ship identities, how these had evolved, how these are enacted in practice 
and whether they implicitly or explicitly draw on specific leadership role 
models, legends or literatures, either from the west or the east.

We did not adopt any preconceived explanatory frameworks or cat-
egories at the interview stage. Having analysed the interview transcripts 
thematically we observed a number of patterns in the responses of 
the leaders. As these became clearer, we began to cluster the leaders 
into ‘ideal types’ in order to develop an explanatory framework that 
could help us to understand the differences in beliefs and values we 
were observing in the data. As a final stage of our research process, we 
reviewed the themes that had emerged in the literature review onto 
the findings, asking what supporting evidence we had found for prior 
theories of Indian leadership, and whether we had discovered any new 
trends or identities in Indian leadership.

Recognizing that research conducted by two western researchers can 
only very partially ‘get under the surface’ of modern Indian society with 
the complexities of its long history, one of our interviewees became a 
co-researcher during the sense-making process, and co-authored the 
chapter.

Findings

Following extensive data analysis, and an iterative discussions between 
the researchers, we found that a pattern of Indian leadership ‘faces’ or 
identities emerged:

The traditional leader

Typically these leaders were heads of family businesses in traditional 
businesses such as textiles. They were found to display many of the 
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traits identified by the studies described above, in particular the stud-
ies by Singh and Krishnan (2005) and Sinha and Sinha (1990). Gandhi, 
and Rama were the most frequently cited role models by the traditional 
leaders as providing their guiding principles. On Rama, one leader sum-
marized ‘He is a personified image of an ideal man’.

Some of the recurrent themes are illustrated below in the words of 
the leaders.

Responsibility for family and organizational family

As found by Singh and Krishnan (2005) ‘nurturant’ leadership was 
very evident in the language of these leaders. One of the interviewees 
did not speak English but spoke of his leadership vocation in nur-
turing terms. His son translated his words about his employees as 
follows:

He gave them everything and also took care of their personal lives, 
you know, provided them with better facilities like at the office or at 
home, making them aware of the right things, guiding them prop-
erly at all the stages. Being a sort of guiding light to them and provid-
ing all the facilities that are required and besides a proper salary or 
a proper monetary benefit, besides that he also gave them personal 
and moral support also, at all the levels.

Patience and the ability to listen were also presented as virtues by these 
traditional leaders:

A leader should be patient, have capacity to listen to others, which is 
very important, I believe, because without listening to a person you 
cannot have proper dialogue, proper communication, and you can-
not arrive at the right decision.

This illustrates well the concept of the leader as Karta (the father figure), 
with responsibility first to the family then to the wider family of the 
organization and finally to the country:

I started earning adequately to make sure my family lived with rea-
sonable comfort, then the vision came to grow larger and I said we 
must do something for our country.

I don’t know whether I am right, but what I feel is this, one should 
create an environment at the workplace as a family environment.
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Responsibility for society and future generations

Responsibility for others and acting for the common good is another 
of the core tenets of the Bhagavad Gita. This was also a value lived and 
role modelled by Gandhi. This sense of social responsibility appeared 
very strongly in the behaviour and values of these traditional leaders as 
discussed below:

I had the fortune of having uncles who were very socially minded, I 
mean absolute Gandhian in their approach to business – businesslike, 
very businesslike – very fair, transparent and equitable. I mean you 
certainly make your money. You are there to make money so, but you 
know that, now what comes under this modern management jargon 
of CSR, you know, Corporate Social Responsibility. I mean he was 
doing it right from way back, you know, from the Fifties, and all his 
brothers. Their philosophy was that I have to make enough money 
to put bread on my family’s table; I don’t have to have a Rolls Royce 
to go around in as long as I’m mobile I’m okay ... I just feel that every 
little drop that we do, you know, don’t wait for the Government to 
do this, or so and so to do this ... whatever we can do on our own.

Another traditional leader spoke of ‘Payback to society, payback to 
organisation, payback to family’.

Duty to work hard

For the traditional leaders, duty to work hard also appears to be associ-
ated with the values of the Gita. Working hard is to act as a role model 
for others, and to provide for future generations. It is not about material 
wealth. This is illustrated in the statement below which was very typical 
of this leadership mindset:

Results will come with God’s blessing and with your hard effort. 
Because without your work you will not get the blessing of God. The 
blessing of God will come if you have serious sincerity and you are 
doing your work, then God’s blessing will come.

The legend of Rama presents duty and respect as interconnected, as the 
interpreter of one traditional leader explains:

Rama and Sita, how they performed their duties, and it’s all about 
the Hindu mythology. I mean Rama and Sita are a religion to us. So 
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he follows the character that Rama had – always rightful, respecting 
his parents, his teachers, his god, you know ... So the things that he 
adopts in his daily business activities, no matter what the situation 
may be he wants to perform his duties in a very righteous way and a 
very truthful manner, being honest, taking care of his Mum.

Personalized relationships

A recurring theme in previous research studies is the preference for per-
sonal relationships (Sinha, 2000). This was evidenced strongly by the 
traditional leaders:

I always try to consider people, and I’m a very frank person, what-
ever’s wrong with him I will not say it in sugar coated words, I will 
always tell him in really frankness, but in confidence, that this is 
what I feel about you.

For one leader this means being open-minded in order to achieve per-
sonal empathy:

Open mind is very important, I believe, and a man is not perfect. 
Unless we have an open mind, we will not be able to understand the 
other’s perspective.

For another the essence of the good relationships at any level was ‘har-
mony’:

We should create confidence and harmony in the family and keep 
a very good relationship with each and every one, whether they are 
your close relative or distant relative or friends.

Respect and tolerance

Very much related to the idea of personalized and harmonious relation-
ships is the importance of respect for self and others:

In India we believe in self respect but the respect of others also.

The traditional leaders showed considerable tolerance for those with 
other beliefs, and indeed one leader was happy to follow both Hindu 
and Christian teachings:

 ... that there are different roads and that each road has its own merit, 
so one has to decide which one you will pick and follow.
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Even my children would still go to temple but would still say ‘Our 
Father’ before they went to bed sometimes.

Whether the person is a Muslim or a Hindu or a Christian, it 
doesn’t matter.

Humility

The Bhagavad Gita expects self-sacrifice; being kind and compassionate; 
acting without pride; forgiving; acting with purity (Rarick & Nickerson, 
2008). This is very explicitly followed in the minds of the traditional 
leaders:

What I feel is what Lord Krishna says in our Gita: ‘Your job is to work 
without any expectations, with all humility, with sincerity and full 
concentration on your work’. That is your job ... And it is bound to 
come, but that is not your sphere, that is not your field; your field is 
do your work with all sincerity and never bother about the riches.

The interpreter for one traditional leader states:

He says, ‘I don’t need any medals for what I’m doing because it’s 
my conscience, I’m doing it with my conscience, so I don’t need the 
recognition’.

Leader as teacher (Raj-rishi) and learner

The importance of teaching and educating followers was found strongly 
among the traditional leaders:

So we’ve got to make everyone understand and sit with them, you 
know, talk to them, explain things in detail so that, you know, they 
understand.

Without exception, all the leaders interviewed held the view that life 
is a journey. Learning to lead is also frequently seen as an important 
element of that journey, particularly for the traditional leaders, but also 
for the other leaders:

 ... at different stages of life I define leadership differently.
But I’ve developed myself also very much because it is a learning 

process. A person cannot be perfect at the beginning of his career, 
it’s a learning process, and due to learning I have listened to so many 
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business leaders, I’ve met them during the course of my business 
activities, and I’ve tried to take the best I can take from them.

Role models for learning are also important for many. Family and spir-
itual role models are dominant for the traditional leaders. The sense of 
continuous learning is also evident in this leader’s words:

I have learned from my school days, college days and from my organi-
zation, from Gandhi, from our Chairman, I’ve learned with them from 
my wife, so this is a journey ... I still feel I’m not a complete man.

Along with learning, this journey is also seen as a journey of self-
improvement, associated with the Hindu notion of Karma, as well as 
leaving a legacy for the future:

A person should think, analyse it, ask if I have committed any wrong 
thing or my decision was wrong, not just to regret it, but to improve, 
how to correct it, taking lessons from that, and go for that, never 
think why did this happen to me?

 ... he has always thought of giving a better tomorrow for the com-
ing generations.

The modern traditional leaders

The section above described those who are transparently and consciously 
influenced by Indian religion, and Hindu legends, as well as Gandhian 
philosophy. The group that we have labelled the ‘modern traditional 
leaders’ displayed many of these values, but as a younger generation 
there was evidence of changes in their beliefs, and increasingly west-
ern influences in their business behaviours and values, together with a 
new emphasis on professional practice. The role models of these leaders 
combined those from Hindu mythology with world stage leaders such as 
Clinton, international film/cricket players and caring political leaders.

From individual leadership responsibility to collective 
responsibility and accountability

For these leaders the theme of responsibility is as strong as in the tradi-
tional leaders, However, in addition, we now see a shift from the con-
cept of leader as ‘person’ to leadership as ‘collective responsibility’:

Okay, leadership for me, when you’re talking about leadership this 
often gives you a misconception that, you know, that if you have 
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to be a leader, you have to be someone at the top, or you have to 
be someone in the top of a hierarchy, or you have to be something 
different from the rest of the crowd. But to me that’s not leadership. 
To me leadership is about taking responsibilities. And, you know, 
this is something which has been ingrained into me from my child-
hood days by my parents that you need to take responsibility for 
your actions and its consequences.

Furthermore, the more western idea of accountability has appeared in 
the discourse of the modern traditional leaders, alongside the more tra-
ditional themes of responsibility for family and organizational family:

So to me leadership is all about accountability and leadership is about 
responsibility. So you might be taking responsibility for the perform-
ance of a whole lot of people, or you could be in a family, you could 
be taking responsibility for all members of the family. You could be 
taking important decisions for them. You could be suggesting a lot 
of things to them to improve their way of life and to improve their 
overall happiness about things.

From responsibility to society and future generations to 
practical ‘service’ and emotional connection

These leaders have the same sense of social responsibility, but offered 
much more tangible and explicit examples of how they had enacted this 
in practice. The practical application was more widely embracing than the 
traditional leaders, and unlike western discourses of service, the language 
of practical service was infused with strong emotional connectivity with 
those whom they seek to serve, and genuine evidence of compassion:

One leader describes the moment when he adopted this perspective:

And I started looking at Mother Teresa and Mahatma Gandhi. They 
are leaders for what they are. It is not about being served but because 
they serve others. And this was tremendously inspirational for me, 
and I will never forget this lesson in my life, and if at any point of 
time if I ask myself do I pass this litmus test, have I stopped being 
served and have I started serving others.

A medical leader gives a very practical story of service to his patient:

But when a poor patient sits in front of us and says doctor, I can’t 
afford this that and the other, we’ve so many times said don’t worry, 
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that’s not your worry, just let’s sort you out first, then you pay me 
whatever you can. And that’s a very satisfying thing to do.

From duty to work hard to ‘drive’ and personal ambition

Drive and ambition were absent from the traditional leaders’ discourses, 
but had become part of the next generation of modern traditional lead-
ers who appeared to blend Indian with western work values. These 
replaced the discourse of hard work and dedication for its own sake as 
part of life’s journey.

If you have an ambition for which you’ve set your targets, then with 
the drive you may be able to achieve 100% of it, with half the drive 
you may be able to achieve only 50% of it. With no drive, you will 
achieve nothing.

Personalized relationships as well as collaboration 
and partnership

Personalized relationships and respect for others were still very evident 
in the enterprises in which these leaders were based:

In the middle of an important task if someone were to come and tell 
me my child is ill, or my parent needs to be taken, my father needs 
to be taken to a hospital – I would let that person go. I wouldn’t tell 
him look we are sitting on a very important job, this needs to be 
completed by evening tonight. I wouldn’t do that. I would certainly 
probably send him with my car and tell him to drop him to the place 
and take all that responsibility and finish that unfinished task, but it 
wouldn’t be at the cost of the task. But in terms of priority it would 
be people first and task later.

However, concurrently, a shift from the leader follower paternal model 
in the quotation above to a more collaborative leadership model was 
also evident in the modern traditional leaders. The importance of rela-
tionships in business remained quite strong, but for these leaders it was 
couched in a new business language of collaboration and partnerships. 
One of these leaders’ words illustrates this shift:

Collaborative styles of working are I think rather an important aspect 
of leadership, to encourage people to work in a collaborative fashion. 
Team spirit may be a long end of it; I’m talking about partnering. You 
know, if I say partnering is the universal set, team working could be 
a subset of that.
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From humility to simplicity but also personal achievement

The traditional leaders spoke of working hard but without expectations 
of reward or recognition. The essence of this idea was still present for 
the modern traditionals, but their words depicted less of the humility 
of self-sacrifice as found in the Gita, and more the material simplicity 
as portrayed by Gandhi:

I think it’s an Indian tradition and belief that happiness lies in sim-
plicity. We’re trying to complicate our lives less, try to keep it sim-
ple and try to get our happiness out of those small things, simple 
things.

Sporting metaphors symbolizing aggression and personal achievement 
were also entering the business language of these leaders, in contrast to 
the previously strong emphasis on humility:

So when it comes to nets and their practices, you, as a fast bowler, 
you know, aggression is always a part of you as a fast bowler ... Every 
time I just imagine a fast bowler, brand new ball, season ball in my 
hand. Any time I want to do something, I think of myself, suddenly 
think the ball, the new ball in your hand, and what you can do with 
that ball to make others believe that you’re good.

Leader as teacher and learning life journey – from 
religious to secular drivers

The desire to teach others was still present for these leaders and often 
acted as a personal driver for them:

Of course we all keep learning all the time, but I would also like to 
give it back to the society, you know, that’s the one passion which 
stands very deeply is to go back to teaching.

The life journey as an important driver of action and values continued 
to be evident in these more modern traditionals as it was in the tradi-
tional leaders themselves, although they were less likely to consciously 
associate it with religious belief:

 ... when you’re at your deathbed, whatever age that may be, the only 
question you’re going to think about is have I done what I should 
have done, and could I have done anything better than what I have? 
So at which time if the answers are yes, I have done what I should 
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have done, and I couldn’t have done anything better, then you’ll be 
the most happiest person at that moment.

This also continued to be connected with leaving a legacy: ‘I am 
entrusted with the family’s future and can not fail’.

New tensions

Integrity, transparency, honesty

In addition to the transitions noted above, a new language of integrity, 
honesty and transparency revealed an emerging concern for the mod-
ern traditional leaders. While these values may have been implicit in 
the discourses of the traditional leaders, they were not articulated as 
such. For this younger generation of modern traditional leaders, how-
ever, the need for integrity, transparency and honesty is articulated 
strongly, perhaps as a result of contemporary shifts in societal values, 
and their perceptions of increasing corruption.

We would definitely like to do what we want to do without making 
any compromises on tenets of honesty and integrity, you know. If 
you feel that you are going to breach this value at any point of time 
no matter how wonderful the result you are pursuing but if it is a 
breach of honesty and integrity I would not like to pursue it even if 
it means it’s the biggest sacrifice that I have to make.

This was the preoccupation of a number of the modern traditional leaders:

Transparency and honesty and sincerity and those things that I men-
tioned to you, we want to hold on to those values. We’ll never let those 
values go because otherwise all the achievements of life are wasted.

Hindu values in secular discourses

These leaders in transition tended to be much less explicitly religious 
than the traditional leaders, but nonetheless the influences of religious 
values were still shaping their thinking a great deal:

Religion never really, it never came to my mind.
If you do not behave in the right manner, you will not be able to do 

the right things. So that concept of karma is philosophical, it is not reli-
gious, and the concept of dharma, that’s why I said these are important 
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aspects for me, again that’s cultural but not religious ... People talk about 
good corporate governance, having corporate values, that’s dharma. 
Dharma is nothing but a code, the right way to live your life, that is 
dharma. Hindu dharma prescribes a certain way to live.

The modern leaders

We have labelled this group the ‘modern leaders’, as these are the typi-
cally young entrepreneurs who have set up or grown businesses in a 
rapidly growing economy. They are strongly influenced by western 
business language, but have also found themselves operating in a con-
text in which they say corruption appears to have become a norm in 
some aspects of business and society.

In these leaders many new discourses can be heard that were not 
present in the previous two groups. While the old discourses are still 
present in weaker forms, they have to a significant extent been driven 
out by these new mindsets.

Interestingly the role models for these leaders were similar to those cited 
by the traditional leaders. However, the reasons given were different:

Gandhi again is a brilliant example of someone who had a definite 
sense of purpose.

Ratan Tata – he has a pure business mind ... he will do everything 
for business and there is no compromise in what he does.

Drive for success and ‘winning the game’

This was an emergent discourse for the modern traditional leaders, but 
for this group it is an overriding preoccupation. One leader’s role model 
was described as follows:

He’s very positive. He puts it in a positive note, and at the end of the 
day whatever he talks he talks a win game for all. You know, he will do 
everything for business, and there’s no compromise in what he does.

Profit, productivity and speed

Growth and profit are also seen as preoccupying drivers for these mod-
ern leaders:

You have to bring in profitability in the company, there’s no way 
out. Temporarily you can go here and there but this is the road, very 
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clear. So you have to take this route, and this is the only route to take 
a company.

A new focus on measuring success was also evident:

How we do it is productivity per square feet on a carpet area. What is 
the productivity we do per square feet in terms of sales – that’s how 
we calculate it.

Whereas human relationships and an eye on future generations gave 
the traditional leaders a sense of time, and being on a life journey, the 
modern leaders were focused on speed, and showed evidence of putting 
themselves and their identities under some of the pressures and per-
sonal stresses usually associated with western organizations:

I’m in a process that I finish one meeting and when I am going in 
the second meeting I have that other meeting still in my head, so 
I’m not able to change myself immediately. It’s like you celebrate a 
birthday and all of a sudden you go on to somebody’s anniversary 
and you have to change and say happy anniversary and ... How to 
change this is something which I’m not able to understand. Like ... I 
don’t know how those people do that, but you’re getting my point, 
and some days you have to go to ten meetings and you have to get 
into that mindset and I don’t know how to convert myself so fast. 
That’s something which I’m learning still.

A shift from an absolute to a relativist ethical position

The tension experienced by these leaders in deciding how to respond 
to requests for bribery was evident in all of these modern leaders, some 
of whom had found themselves taking relativist ethical positions, as a 
result of a feeling that they had no choice:

There are certain things which are not ethical you should not do. 
You do it because it’s a must for business. I have taken one principle 
in my life, and that’s how I am now much more clear in what I have 
to do. I’ll tell you the principle. Anything for business in the inter-
ests of the company please do it, in India at least, because if you get 
emotional, if you say this is right and that is wrong, it does not work, 
you become a failure in India. You cannot make a company in India 
otherwise. So in the interests of the company do everything; in the 
interests of the company, not only individual interest.
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The same leader went on to explain his perception that there was no 
choice:

Because in India if you tell me the law, today you cannot walk on the 
street, legally you cannot walk but there’s no footpath. But as for the 
law you cannot walk on the street. But if there is no footpath what’s 
the choice? So it’s very difficult in India to say this is right and this 
is wrong.

This position clearly places the modern leaders in tension with the 
Hindu idea of ‘dharma’, described by one modern leader as: ‘the right 
way to live your life ... so living a principled life, that is dharma’, leading 
them to defend and justify their actions.

Loss of family values – ‘a leader of sacrifices’

The previous reliance on personal relationships and paternalistic car-
ing for employees continued in the discourses of these leaders, but was 
occasionally in tension with their emphasis on people as ‘assets’. This 
meant that: ‘In the interests of the company if you have to throw some-
body, please throw him, the rest of the company’s going to get the ben-
efit’, but at the same time this leader had also invested in ‘a growth plan 
for every individual’.

The focus on family values at all levels evident in the previous two 
groups was also missing from the narratives of the modern leader:

There’s a lot of compromise if you have to make up a business and 
skill up a business and in a way in a limited time. Yesterday was my 
son’s birthday, he’s now I think three years. I’ll give you an example. 
I did not see him yesterday. So I did not see him yesterday at all, and 
it was his birthday. So I mean by saying that is not only at my level, 
a lot of senior people and actually I see a lot of sacrifice coming and 
I’m leading that, let me put it this way. So I’m a leader of sacrifices.

For one leader only his mother had a priority calling on his attention:

So that’s my internal principle that I feel that if my mother wants me 
for anything so that will be the first priority otherwise it’s the com-
pany, after that my wife, children and ... that is my internal decision.

From teacher to talent manager and human asset developer

Instead of the modern leaders seeing themselves in the role of teacher, 
their narratives were now using the Western language of human resource 
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development and talent management, which indicates a much more 
detached and process-driven approach to employees, and one which 
sees them less as a family and more as human capital:

I also think that the growth plan for every individual who joins the 
company is very very important I think, and it has to be in black and 
white; it cannot be on just the whims and fancies of certain depart-
ment heads.

One modern leader even calculated his own value as an asset:

I’ve had learning that is very different in my life, that whatever you 
do in your life you have to be towards the asset side of the balance 
sheet. So you have to be an asset as a brother, as an employee, as a 
teacher, as whatever ... so no matter what the situation is you have 
to learn how to become an asset in whatever you do, and your value 
contribution has to count.

The global leaders

The final category identified by the thematic analysis was that of the 
global leaders, as a group of leaders who had travelled widely, and 
worked across cultures. They tended to work for large multinational 
organizations, or had previously done so.

Whereas in the previous three leadership types a societal and values 
shift had been evident, away from Hindu and Gandhian values towards 
a more westernized business rhetoric, the global leaders’ interviews 
revealed a re-emergence of some of the earlier values, for example, of 
empathy and humanity, and a focus on ethics, but this time combined 
with some personal detachment, and without the clear family bonds 
that were evident in the traditional leaders.

These leaders possessed an eclectic range of role models including 
Obama, Kennedy, Bonaparte and Steve Jobs. Gandhi also featured 
strongly once again.

On Gandhi, one leader remarked:

He was a consummate politician, he got the job done. He got it done 
in a very – he essentially left behind social capital on which we are 
succeeding, you know ... I’ve just completed my 60th birthday and 
I’m discovering Gandhi all over again.
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Communicating with empathy, humanity, fun

A more transformational leadership style is evident in the narratives of 
the global leaders.

I communicate, I go to the shop-floor, start talking to people, people 
can rely on me, and then I talk to, you know. I do some official for-
mal communication sometimes, but it’s more in groups, interactive.

These global leaders also considered themselves less hierarchical in their 
relationships and believed in inspiring others through generating fun:

When I talk to a junior person, I do not consider him junior, I talk 
man to man. But in India when you’re talking to a junior person he’s 
not talking, his replies are cautious and measured many times, because 
he’s talking to the boss, ‘our boss is boss’. So I like to break that.

I tell them always have fun, there’s fun in business. So I like to tell 
stories and sometimes I like to lighten the thing, you know, with a 
little anecdote here, a little there, to make them relax.

Knowledge and analytical skills

Knowledge was not a theme that had emerged very much in any of the 
other leadership groups. However, it was felt to be very important to the 
global leaders, and an integral element of leadership:

That’s very important, because knowledge ... , you see people respect 
you at the end of the day because you have knowledge, you can, on 
the business side, you can guide them.

But what helps me is my analytical skill or how I approach a prob-
lem, and so that is a value.

Integrity and the re-emergence of ethics, moderation 
and social conscience

The global leaders had clearly learned to adapt Indian philosophies and 
to blend these with ideas from Western business, in a measured and 
moderate way, as exemplified below:

I mean I’m not saying plain living, high thinking, I don’t believe in 
that. If I believed in that, I would have possibly listened to my father. 
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But reasonable living, reasonable thinking, you know, moderation, I 
think that’s important in the World.

Unlike the modern leaders, some of whom felt that they had little 
choice, the global leaders we interviewed strongly rejected corruption 
and ethically relative positions, as illustrated by one of global leaders:

Integrity is not relative. I mean if you don’t cheat someone, you 
know. You know, I’m talking about that, so it is a basic, very, very 
basic value.

The global leaders were the group most conscious of the global leader-
ship crisis.

You know, this guy, Raju, who is now in jail, is somebody all of us 
my age in business in India know well, we sat on similar committees, 
and he has built the third largest software company in India employ-
ing some 50,000 people. We’re trying to figure out what went wrong, 
what went wrong that he suddenly announced to the World that 
this company is completely bankrupt and that they claimed $2bn in 
cash in this company and nothing exists, it’s a figment of his own 
imagination ... So something has gone wrong with leadership that we 
won’t know for a few years. ... Right now there’s a crisis of faith as to 
what is management, what is, you know, it seems like a big hoax.

Conclusions

The four leadership ‘types’ identified within the discourses of the Indian 
leaders were of course not discrete, and their narratives were often a 
combination of traditional values and modern business language. 
It is however clear from this study that Indian leadership is shifting. 
Western organizational practices have entered the language and prac-
tice of modern leaders and entrepreneurs, but the extent to which these 
either enhance or dehumanize the modern Indian workplace seems 
to depend on how they are interpreted and implemented. The hunger 
for success, and competitive edge is clearly a growing phenomenon for 
modern Indian leaders, who have recognized the potential opportuni-
ties of the growing Indian economy. However, despite the opportunity 
for increased wealth creation, many of the leaders have not stopped 
thinking about giving back to society and taking care of the weaker 
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members of society. It is striking that the global leaders appear now to 
be taking over the mantle of societal responsibility from the traditional 
leaders, albeit in a new professionalized form.

For all the Indian leaders interviewed, business and emotion cannot 
be separated in the way that they perceive it being separated in the West. 
For many of the leaders increased comfort and material standards are 
important, but many also call for balance and moderation: ‘The West 
has too much of everything and could be much happier with less.’

Religious values still play an important role in Indian leadership 
today. Although modern leaders articulate their beliefs less frequently 
than the traditional leaders, the idea of leading a good life still prevails, 
even when they find themselves making difficult ethical decisions. 
Whether engaging in bribery or sacking an employee, Indian leaders 
find these decisions painful.

A long-term focus, the life journey of learning, the importance of 
investing in education for themselves and their employees and tol-
erance of diversity continue to underpin Indian leaders’ behaviours. 
At the same time we found a strong will to compete and win, and a 
growing professionalization of the workplace, evidenced by discourses 
of human resources and human assets replacing the more familiar 
family values. Humility is still pervasive. There is little sense of self-
importance in any of the four leadership groups. Gandhi’s legacy of 
humility and simplicity are constantly moderating the thrill of the 
business chase, and the pursuit of wealth. Even those conscious of 
being caught up in the race to win, are constantly questioning the 
purpose of their lives, and investing in the learning and knowledge 
of their people.

There is however certainly a concurrent dilution of traditional values. 
Leadership as stewardship and organizations as families may be disap-
pearing narratives. The open criticism by the Indian leaders of the lack 
of such values in Western leadership provides hope that the social capi-
tal left by Gandhi is an endemic and enduring aspect of the Indian way 
of life and continues to inform leadership practice in India, perhaps 
more than the leaders themselves would acknowledge.

It is recognized that further research is now needed, both to inquire 
further into some of the findings of this study, as well as to broaden 
its scope to a wider range of leaders both within and outside India. 
The implications for other countries, contexts and leadership cultures 
are also of interest, and replica studies in other developing economies 
would enrich the current findings.
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15
The Competing and Paradoxical 
Identities in the Narratives of 
Twenty-First-Century Russian 
Leaders
Vasilisa Takoeva and Sharon Turnbull

Introduction

This chapter presents findings from research that has explored the com-
peting identities of modern Russian leaders. It aims to identify leaders’ 
values and beliefs, and deconstruct how these have been shaped by their 
personal experiences and the wider historical (political, social and cul-
tural) context. The analysis is based on the stories of 26 interviewees – 
fourteen business leaders, eight social activists and four political leaders – 
obtained between December 2009 and January 2010.

There is a strong connection between a nation’s history and culture 
and its observed leadership. Therefore, one of the key research questions 
in this study has been what influence the major changes in Russian 
society (which started almost 20 years ago) and the preceding history 
have had on its leaders, what identities have emerged from these expe-
riences and how individuals deal with the tensions in their values and 
beliefs that have resulted from this transition. The purpose of this chap-
ter is to present what is consciously or unconsciously influencing the 
leaders’ thinking and practice, and to draw lessons from Russia about 
leadership identities in transition in a rapidly changing political and 
economic world.

Over the last 20 years, leadership and management in Russia have 
been exposed to a significant shift. Research has consistently shown 
that Russian culture differs from Western culture (Bollinger, 1994; Fey 
et al., 1999; Grachev, 2009) and continues to undergo further changes 
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(Ardichvili & Gasparashvili, 2003). Since its emergence into the capi-
talist world, Russian society has embraced a world view that directly 
contradicts what was accepted for over 70 years. Unlike today’s Chinese 
leaders, contemporary Russian leaders do not have a pre-communist 
point of reference for their business values, and therefore are more likely 
to adopt Western knowledge and practice (Alexashin & Blenkinsopp, 
2005). It is this combination of old ‘habits’ and newly acquired learn-
ing, and the apparent associated inconsistencies in behaviours that 
makes ‘any attempt to decipher Russian business leadership styles an 
unnerving task’ (Kets de Vries et al., 2004, p. xiii).

In the literature review, we have specifically focused on publications 
in the English language from both Russian and external authors. The 
first western publications appeared in the early 1990s as an attempt to 
portray ‘the Russian bear’ (Puffer, 1994) and observe Russia through the 
lens of Western theory and experience. At the other end of the scale are 
endeavours by Russian researchers to present and interpret the reality 
from within the context. The aim of our research has been to bridge the 
gap between research carried out by ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’ and inves-
tigate Russian leadership using a qualitative approach in order to deeply 
explore the identities of the Russian leaders in our study.

Historical background

Russian culture today is a product of its history, and the impact of the 
70 years of communist regime is yet to be evaluated fully. During that 
time, the occasions of interaction between Soviet people and the West 
were rare, and the Western world struggled to understand their behav-
iours often seen as a ‘bizarre combination of opposing qualities’:

... cruelty and warm-heartedness; curiosity and dogmatism; anar-
chism and adherence to a strict social order; laziness and bursts of 
energy; erratic behaviour and great patience; disorderliness and pas-
sion for meticulous planning; caution, aversion to risk, and foolhar-
diness. (Mikheyev, 1987, p. 493)

Exploring Russian features, Kets de Vries (2001) refers to the ‘clinical 
paradigm’ that assumes that behind every irrationality lies a rationale, 
and brings into focus the Russian national character, the ‘habitual ways 
in which a person deals with external and internal reality’ (p. 589). 
The behavioural and mental patterns observed today in this society 
are transmitted across generations and deeply rooted in pre-communist 
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history, as well as in the seventy years of socialist education. He argues 
that, as the result of harsh circumstances of their lives, Russian people 
possess extreme endurance and stamina and have the tendency to accept 
suffering silently at present, yet they embroider the past. Suppression of 
the ‘true self’, traditionally starting in early childhood through baby 
swaddling, ‘moral upbringing’ and strict discipline in the educational 
institutions (school, universities etc.) and simultaneous permissiveness 
and overindulgence within families that aimed to balancing the hostil-
ity of the outside world, led to creation of further internal conflict and 
further separation of the private and public self.

According to de Vries, the Communist propaganda of egalitarianism 
enforced a collectivist mentality, disrespect for private property, and 
the need for affiliation to a social group. An atmosphere of distrust and 
fear during both pre-communist times and later led to strong emphasis 
on friendship and relationships in business (‘personal loyalty is much 
more important than fair play’ (p. 607)), and great care for intimate com-
rades, with whom Russians are capable of great emotional expressive-
ness. De Vries suggests that a combination of Oblomovism (inclination 
towards phlegmatic and passive life stance) and passion for ‘beauropa-
thology’ (control at every level) created the feeling of impotence and 
lack of power over one’s life. At the same time, the necessity to keep 
processes going developed the skills of interpreting the laws and avoid-
ing prohibitions. The Russian saying ‘Everything is allowed that is not 
forbidden’ is a precise representation of this norm.

Similar to the origins of private and public self as seen by de Vries, 
Mikheyev (1987) describes the socialisation process in the Soviet Union 
happening through three channels of influence: ‘street’, ‘school’, and 
‘family’. Each imposed contradictory values, standards and limitations. 
Therefore when acting, Soviet individuals followed a code correspond-
ing to the situation and person they faced; these are supported today by 
observations that Russians show ‘two sets of ethical standards’ (Puffer, 
1994, p. 47). Both physical and social environments are assumed to be 
hostile and dangerous, and therefore the creation of a narrow circle of 
intimate friends is vital for survival and use of the personal networks 
for getting things done (see Ledeneva 2008, 2009 for a discussion of the 
origins and meaning of blat in Russia).

Schooling was one of the central channels of political and moral edu-
cation and thus was regarded as an important part of one’s upbringing 
(Mikheyev, 1987), and there has traditionally been high emphasis and 
respect for education in Russia. Hopkins (1974) studied the teaching of 
literature in the schools of the USSR and concluded that the emphasis 
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on these lessons was unmatched elsewhere. While in primary school 
reading was used to improve children’s awareness of language, later on 
this became a tool of learning about the reality. The soviet writings pro-
vided information about the ideals of the time; classics were critically 
analysed to illustrate the ‘struggle of people under the Czars’; and the 
foreign literature presented the faults of capitalism.

Shift in the economic system

In the 1990s the country fell apart and stepped away from centralized 
leadership. The sharp transition from a planned economy to an open 
market provided unexplored investment opportunities for Western busi-
ness and exposed unprepared people to almost unlimited entrepreneur-
ship possibilities (Kets de Vries et al., 2008). As a result, the directors 
of Soviet enterprises had to adapt overnight to a new range of roles – 
‘efficient managers, entrepreneurs, accurate forecasters, legal system 
monitors, astute negotiators, careful evaluators, accountable leaders, 
and self-motivators’ (Ivancevich et al., 1992, p. 43). Not surprisingly, 
when in this 1992 study managers were asked what characteristics make 
a successful leader, the most important factor appeared to be ‘knowl-
edge of economics’.

This also required fast changes in individuals’ leadership and man-
agement styles. Examining four leadership traits known to be efficient 
in the United States – leadership motivation, drive, honesty and integrity 
and self-confidence – Puffer (1994) showed that the period of transition 
in the early 1990s required changes in all the criteria. Russian man-
agers had to adapt their practices from a highly vertical authoritarian 
soviet style of micro-management and extreme control to shared deci-
sion-making and delegation; from a habit of feeling ashamed by their 
own ambitions and successes to being proud and outstanding winners; 
from finding ways to circumvent the strict rules dictated from above to 
clear and transparent relations. The development of the latter, however, 
was confronted by many obstacles, including unclear public policy and 
an unhealthy atmosphere in the business environment (Kets de Vries 
et al., 2008). This also led to the continued instability in self-confi-
dence, which varied from ‘cynicism about their ability to solve prob-
lems, to over-promising what they can actually deliver to their business 
partners and clients’ (Puffer, 1994, p. 50).

Over the last twenty years, these changes have caused cultural gaps 
between generations. Fey et al.,(1999) identified a ‘two-work-faces’ 
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challenge for managers in Russia: those younger than 30 had not had 
the negative experiences of the past which affected people over 40, 
and ‘these two groups have very different expectations and concepts 
of the nature of the company and the context in which it operates’ 
(p. 49). However, having interviewed CEOs across Russia, Ardichvili et 
al., (1998) found that the age group identifying themselves most fre-
quently with the autocratic leadership style are those between 30 and 
40 years old, and not the ‘over 40’ group that one might expect; none of 
the participants below the age of 30 preferred that style; and the major-
ity of leaders (56%) claimed they had a ‘situational’ style, fluctuating 
between autocratic and democratic styles when needed.

Reports also suggest a dynamic change in women’s positions and a dis-
tinctive female leadership approach in Russia (Gvozdeva & Gerchikov, 
2002). Research has shown that women were ‘too equal’ under the 
Soviet Union (Puffer, 1994), and their position has relatively worsened 
during the times of transition (Metcalfe & Afanassieva, 2005; Izyumov 
& Razumnova, 2000), mirroring the findings from the GLOBE project 
(Grachev, 2009).

Organizational culture

The Russians are known for their desire for strong leadership, and bal-
ancing it with employee involvement is not an obvious task (Fey, 2008); 
politically, perhaps a combination of these two is the reason for the 
existence of a centralized democracy (Kets de Vries, 2000). At a deeper 
level, reasons for preferences for strong leadership could be learned 
helplessness and identification with aggressors (Kets de Vries, 2000) 
within the atmosphere of lack of trust (Fey et al., 1999; Engelhard & 
Nägele, 2003) and volatility of external environment.

Fey and Denison (2003) note that Russians want someone else to 
make decisions for them and are also keen to blame someone else for 
their failures. In this environment, two factors that have the highest 
influence of organizational effectiveness are adaptability and involve-
ment (Fey & Denison, 2003). In turn, effective involvement and psycho-
logical empowerment are dependent on trustworthiness of their leaders 
(Barton & Barton, 2010), especially with the strong emphasis in Russia 
on personal relations. Fey et al. (1999) note that team-working is natural 
for Russians, who value friendship, social contacts and equality at work, 
and since they value peers’ opinions higher than their manager’s views, 
even lazy Russians are likely to work harder if their peers do.
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This combination of contradictory observations is summarized by 
the results of the GLOBE studies (Grachev, 2009):

 ... the attributes that Russians believe contribute to effective organi-
sational leadership display a rather mediocre profile that is far 
from outstanding, value-based, charismatic behaviour; instead it is 
extremely pragmatic and quite professional. This explains the soci-
etal acceptance of assigned rather than elected leaders at different 
levels of the social hierarchy and the level of obedience in economic 
life. (p. 10)

Leadership identities

The methodology of our study was designed to capture the multiple 
competing identities exhibited and experienced by the leaders we inter-
viewed, and to understand how these identities are enacted in their 
leadership. In recent years, there has been growing attention to study-
ing leadership and leadership development from an identity perspec-
tive, and to analysing leadership as a relational interaction between 
‘leader’ and ‘follower’ (Luhrmann & Ederl, 2007; DeRue & Ashford, 
2010). Luhrmann and Ederl (2007) suggest that one has to differenti-
ate between the situated identity as a leader and the general identity of 
the leader: the latter is constructed and refined through years of social 
relations and becomes a relatively stable part of one’s self-system, the 
former is constructed and activated in a specific situation, for a particu-
lar audience.

Day et al. (2009, p. 298) define identity as ‘the culmination of an 
individual’s personal attributes, values, knowledge, experiences, and 
self-perceptions’. Markus and Wurf (1987) argue that some self-concep-
tions are core and salient and are better elaborated and therefore affect 
behaviour more powerfully than peripheral and less well-elaborated 
self-conceptions. Therefore, a working identity consists of a combina-
tion of core conceptions that are more or less stable and peripheral con-
ceptions that are developed to respond to the context. Despite the fact 
that there is evidence of a positive relationship between the number of 
identities available to a person and their mental health, the question of 
what happens when these are incompatible remains open (Markus & 
Wurf, 1987). Shaw (2010) suggests that separation between the existent 
and the narrative identities happens through separation of the narrator 
from the narrative, and therefore, it is possible for different life stories 
to exist simultaneously.
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A leader identity can be seen as ‘how one thinks of oneself as a leader; 
the subcomponent of one’s identity or self-concept related to being 
a leader’ (Day et al., 2009, p. 302). Scholars propose that a leadership 
identity is developed at three levels: individual, relational and collec-
tive (Day & Harrison, 2007; DeRue & Ashford, 2010). While individual 
self-concept is based on one’s perceptions of particular experiences or 
personality traits associated with leaders or leadership and differentiate 
the person from others, the interpersonal aspect is based on recognized 
relationships with other people that they would identify with follower-
ship. Finally, at the collective level, an individual identifies themselves 
with a particular group or organization.

Korotov (2008) describes the challenges of accelerated leadership 
development in Russia and notes the need for leaders to develop a lead-
ership identity and reinvent self, which includes doing new things, set-
ting up new social networks and re-establishing the new self through 
a new story.

Methodology

Our research methodology was inductive and based on narrative 
inquiry. We conducted 26 interviews, comprising: 14 business lead-
ers, 8 social activists and 4 political leaders. These were deliberately 
conducted prior to conducting the literature review. The design of the 
semi-structured interviews was focused around the ‘biographical time 
line’ of each respondent (i.e. the key moments in their lives that they 
felt had influenced their leadership) and in particular were focused on 
the influence of their personal experiences (e.g. family, school, sports, 
education, employment, politics, society) on their leadership thinking 
and behaviours (Shamir et al., 2005; Kempster, 2009).

All the interviews were carried out in Russian and recorded for further 
analysis. Even though some of the interviewees spoke fluent English, 
this decision was made to enable understanding of leadership language 
in its context (see Schedlitzki, Chapter 2 of this volume). As often hap-
pens in Eastern Europe (Hollinshead & Michailova 2001), when Russian 
business environment borrows words from the Western context, their 
interpretation might be different from the ‘original’ Western concepts 
(Kets de Vries, 2000; Khapova & Korotov, 2007; Holden et al., 2008). 
Understanding of differences in languages and deep cultural aware-
ness were found to be crucial both for the Russian educational con-
text (Gilbert & Cartwrite, 2008) and business (Engelhard & Nägele, 
2003; Camiah & Hollinshead, 2003). We aimed to capture the specifics 
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relating to the Russian language used to describe leadership and its rela-
tionship to culture (Schedlitzki, this volume).

The interviews were transcribed and translated by the Russian 
researcher, and the analysis was conducted jointly by her and a British 
researcher. This combination of an insider and an outsider was excep-
tionally beneficial, as on the one hand, the Russian researcher brought 
knowledge of the culture, understanding of language and ability to 
interpret language expressions and logic transitions; on the other 
hand, the British researcher was in a position to notice and question 
things that were normal and assumed for the insider. In these dis-
cussions, the narratives were coded thematically in order to identify 
emerging themes.

We did not adopt any preconceived explanatory frameworks or cat-
egories at the interview stage, and following a similar methodology to 
our study of Indian leadership (Turnbull et al., Chapter 14 this volume), 
we aimed to investigate patterns in the leaders’ stories, developed our 
themes and finally we reviewed the themes in relation to the existing 
literature.

Most of the leaders were based in Moscow; however, some participants 
come from other cities in Russia (e.g. St-Petersburg, Grozny, Togliatti, 
Yekaterinburg etc.). They were aged from 24 to 56, and had various edu-
cational and professional backgrounds. Thirteen interviews took place 
face-to-face in Moscow, and 13 were carried out on Skype due to geo-
graphical dispersion of the participants. Most of the participants had 
changed their career several times.

Identities of Russian leaders

As our analysis and sense-making progressed we noted a number of recur-
ring themes in the narratives of the leaders. In their stories and meta-
phors, definitions and language we found five ‘ideal types’ of Russian 
leadership. These leadership identities were not discrete and most of the 
leaders exhibited many of these, depending on the situation and con-
text. On occasion these identities created tensions for the leaders.

Leader as builder (Figure 15.1)

In my understanding leadership is an ability to shape the picture of 
the future; that is, to shape, to see the picture of the future and to 
organise people around in order to build this picture; and to be able 
to build this picture. (Young Political Leader)
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A recurring theme in the leaders’ stories was the need to create or build 
an entity that would last into the future, and a sense of responsibility to 
create, or ‘build’ something to enhance the world:

You have to leave something after you in this world. You can build 
with your hands, you can build with your head, you can build in a 
group of people or on your own, but you have to leave something in 
this world. Simple living of 80 years ‘consuming’ good – this is not 
[bringing] value, even if you do it better than the others. Because the 
first value is spending your potential and knowledge to the human-
ity. (Senior Business Leader)

Earning money is a very pleasant and useful activity, but it should 
not be in the first place. If in the first place is earning money – he is a 
bad leader; this is a mere imitation. In the first place should be build-
ing something. Something he wants to build, this should be ... And 
it does not matter, whether you would be a leader above the laws or 
a leader of society. You have to understand what you want to build. 
(Senior Business Leader)

This need to create a legacy is likely to be rooted in the discourse adopted 
during the Soviet era, when the whole nation lived their lives in order 

Leader as Builder

Leader as Thinker

Collective Leader Leader as Survivor

Feeling Leader

Paternalistic Leader

Figure 15.1 Leader as builder
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to ‘Build Communism’. Mikheyev (1987) regards the ‘The Moral Code 
of a Builder of Communism’ to be one of those conflicting Super Codes 
(‘set of the highest and most general principles of societal conduct pre-
scribed usually by religious doctrines’, p. 501) that influenced young 
Russians in the process of their socialization.

The Leader as Builder thinks about the long-term impact of their lead-
ership, and needs a sense of purpose in their activity. The Communist 
discourse about a bright future but hard present is today regarded as 
mere mockery and therefore people do not talk about it explicitly. 
However, it appears that this focus on social well-being still remains in 
the consciousness of many Russian leaders:

Principles are ... well, first of all they are based on the consequent 
realisation, and therefore, on the long-term-ness of all this. Because 
if we keep thinking only about tomorrow and do not think about 
consequences in the future, then ... we will have a [wrong] long-term 
result. (Young Political Leader)

The leaders in life – in politics, in business, spiritual ones – are those 
leaders who stay leaders for long period of time, and then really enter 
history. (Senior Business Leader)

One of the historical figures who was mentioned several times in the 
interviews as an example of good leadership is Peter I (the Great). When 
asked for the reasons, the participants pointed out the results of his activ-
ity and his ability to realize his goals:

So, firstly, this is courageous imagination, and secondly, impeccable 
realisation. (Senior Business Leader)

This was the person who grieved for Russia, who could, who wanted, 
who did a lot. (Senior Social Leader)

As discussed above, Russian people prefer strong leadership, and most 
often, strong leadership is associated with a combination of care and 
cruelty for the people, as the latter might be needed in order to achieve 
the ultimately ‘caring’ goal. Our research found an inherent expecta-
tion that leaders must achieve goals irrespective of the means.

The goal must be realised, the task that I face. This is one of the major 
conditions, the goal must be achieved (Senior Political Leader)
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And a leader who cannot achieve the goals is not a leader, but rather 
a ... . windbag. (Senior Business Leader)

A number of the leaders suggested that this identity was created by the 
environment of a developing market, where people faced ‘an empty 
field’ in most areas of economics and society and had to build their 
business from scratch:

I think a motivating factor was us moving to a different city, and the 
necessity to build something from scratch was objective. Building 
your everyday life from scratch, building your company from scratch, 
building your business from scratch – at that time that was absent in 
the country. (Senior Business Leader)

I think that childhood and, partially, youth spent in the USSR, they 
influenced a lot people of my age and older. Because when you have 
practically nothing and then you have the choice ‘To have nothing 
or to have more than nothing’ – then I suppose people ... people who 
were born in the USSR are more focused and firm of purpose than 
those born even in Russia. (Young Business Leader)

Leader as survivor

Most likely, the essence of leadership is to bring something new in 
and stand up for this new, because it is important to defend it. (Young 
Business Leader)

For many of the leaders interviewed, leadership means survival and 
adaptation, looking for new solutions to problems, and using their crea-
tivity and flexibility to do so. The survivor identity of Russian leaders 
focuses them on becoming resilient and is often accompanied with 
toughness in their decisions and actions:

That stress resistance, the theory of survival ... Let’s say, they [Russian 
leaders] get up much quicker after being hit. Let’s put it this way: 
my ‘ultimate stress limit’ is often somewhat higher than most of the 
[foreign] acquaintances I work with. (Young Business Leader)

We, Russians, generally speaking, are quite stress-resistant. We are 
considerably better suited for managing difficult unforeseen situa-
tions. And also we can solve them ... when we are being pushed to the 
river ... and then a Russian becomes super-efficient, “super-resilient”. 
That is, you can hit him with your leg on his head, but he will not 
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care about it and will still stand up. He becomes very creative, his 
‘inventiveness’ goes over the top. But unfortunately in order to make 
Russians behave in this way, you have to push them to the river. 
And if they are not pushed against a river, they will be lying on an 
oven for 33 years and do nothing [reference to a Russian folklore story]. 
(Young Business Leader)

Drawing on multiple illustrative examples from the history, Kets de 
Vries (2001) states that ‘in spite of (or perhaps because of) the harsh 
circumstances under which the Russians have lived, predominantly on 
vast, empty plains or on the Siberian taiga, Russians are a people of 
enormous endurance and stamina’ (p. 595). An assumption of hostil-
ity of both social and physical environment has meant that one of the 
basic attitudes in the Soviet mentality is the perception of life as an 
incessant struggle for survival (Mikheyev, 1987).

The leaders we interviewed considered that the ability to survive, look 
for solutions and continue one’s existence during hardship and times 
of trouble would not be possible without creativity, flexibility and the 
ability to adapt quickly to the situations.

The quality of creativity is not developed anywhere else as strongly 
as in Russian leaders, and orientation /navigation within a hard situ-
ation too. The reason for this is that in a situation of full frustration, 
people had to do something, to survive, to remain people and to 
achieve something in their lives. We have a very extreme style of 
leadership that develops skills of risk management way better than 
in Europe or in America. (Young Social Leader)

They [Western leaders] lack, using one word, ‘mother wit’ – practi-
cal common sense, that is, an ability to find an unusual and non-
standard solution where normally they [foreigners] use template, 
like, there is a definition of a problem – and that’s how you should 
act. And they do not always understand that sometimes you might 
act a bit differently. (Young Business Leader)

Well, here you have to mention the word manoeuvring, because it 
does not always happen that you go straight the way you thought 
something. Well, of course, it might happen as well. So, be con-
stantly ready, be always ready to change in all possible ways and 
solutions ... (Senior Business Leader)
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A possible echo of this habit of manoeuvring with a view to achieve a 
goal comes out in the form of a reported relativistic attitude towards 
morality and acceptance of double standards towards enemies and 
friends (Mikheyev, 1987). The interviewees spoke about ‘the rules of the 
game’ and a necessity to establish them daily as they work:

At first, in every team you have to establish rules, right? At first, we 
have to understand how we do things; we agree on the rules. This is 
the starting moment. (Senior Business Leader)

The rules of the game. Let’s call them ‘rules of the game’. They are 
established there [in the West]. That is, there you have to under-
stand that the rules of the game are clear. A Russian leader, from 
my point of view, is not a profession and even not a gift, but rather 
tightrope walking. That is, in addition to making a certain path to 
become something significant in the West, here you face continu-
ously changing rules of the game. And these are on the edge of art. 
(Senior Business Leader)

As a result of the constantly changing environment, Russian leaders 
have to take and retain control over situations and be prepared to act 
tough and quickly if it is required so:

Next, this is tough control of the process, any process. If you loosen 
and do it on trust, you lose the threads of management and then be 
prepared that, this might lead to a big set-up [from outside]. There 
has to be control, analysis and control of any situation. Simply, there 
must be a habit of constantly keeping yourself in up-to-date state. 
(Senior Business Leader)

To a certain extent you might argue over the matter of Russian lead-
ers. But what you cannot deny about Putin – his decisiveness and 
goal-orientation; because I simply do not see in leaders that tough-
ness and goal-orientation, decisiveness and consistency in many 
Western. (Senior Business Leader)

There is no coercion or compulsion, but the higher person rises [in 
the hierarchy], the tougher are the moral-ethical problems that he 
solves, at least here. (Senior Business Leader)
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Leader as thinker

I would say, the closest [synonym to the word ‘leader’] would be 
‘a teacher’...  [And in business] surely a teacher too! (Senior Business 
Leader)

The third identity of the Russian leaders we interviewed emphasizes 
education, mental outlook, intellectual and analytical capabilities and 
ability to make quick and justified decisions. The quote above repre-
sents this interpretation of a leader’s function: a leader is someone who 
knows what to do and shows this to others. The other interpretation 
of the word ‘Uchitel’ (teacher) is ‘the Master’ (as in religious studies); 
additionally, this can be used as one of the words for spiritual leaders, 
and in recent years, gurus. There are two dimensions to this identity 
as constructed by the leaders we interviewed: one, the leader has to be 
intellectually gifted and able to think in systems and solve complex 
problems; two, a leader has to have a certain level of cultural awareness, 
knowledge of literature, music and the like and general wisdoms of the 
world.

Strong emphasis on education in Russian society and having adequate 
training and experience was a recurring theme in all the interviews we 
analysed. This theme sometimes also emerged in responses to the ques-
tion, ‘What is good leadership?’:

By the way, I liked Putin when he was the President ... Why do I like 
him? Because having a good degree, and even in the KGB school 
where he studied, there still were very good professors. And I think 
that he received a good education. At the same time it also seems 
to me that one of his main merits is that he lived in Germany for 
quite a long time. I don’t know for how long, five years? Maybe even 
more. And the person simply saw ... Although I was there, in Eastern 
Germany – this is almost the Soviet Union by 50%. But he saw other 
people, a different society, another culture and at least speaks other 
languages. It seems to me that it is very important for a leader, both 
for a leader and for a formal manager, any formal manager: the one 
of a country, of a company, of a kindergarten – for environment. 
(Young Business Leader)

Well, an uneducated leader is some kind of nonsense for me, unless 
we speak about some bandit groups or street gangs, then an unedu-
cated leader is nothing. Well, I cannot even imagine this, it’s like ... I 
do not know, ‘un-buttery butter’. (Young Social Leader)
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First of all, they must have good education, a good mental outlook. 
Without education one cannot have mental outlook. (Senior Business 
Leader)

The leaders we interviewed regarded expertise and knowledge as a nec-
essary prerequisite for the followers’ perception of them as leaders, but 
they suggested that this should always be combined with hard work and 
displayed through a record of successfully accomplished projects:

A leader is first of all a huge ‘ploughman’, who works very much 
himself and is striving to be very competent ... You are a leader not 
because you speak loudly, not because you are tall, you are big – look 
at me, I am a complete opposite. If you are young, beautiful, you 
studied in Harvard, and have all those certificates on the wall ... No. 
A leader, first of all, has to know what he has to do and how to do 
this. (Senior Business Leader)

The central theme for the leader as thinker identity is their ability to 
analyse the situation, using their intellect and giving great attention 
to details around them. One of the possible explanations for such deep 
respect for education might be found in the Soviet mentality. Mikheyev 
(1987) suggests that in order to be prepared to act outside one’s safety 
zone, Russian leaders have to possess a wide set of instruments. This is 
mirrored in interviewees’ discussion of the qualities of a good leader, 
the value of exact sciences and the importance of investigating a prob-
lem and relevance of knowledge to assess a current situation:

Undoubtedly, the second [quality of good leadership] is, and most 
likely it came to me from the technical university – and in general 
technical university fortunately disciplines your brain, and it’s abso-
lutely clear that you can never solve a problem correctly if its definition 
is wrong. If problem definition is correct, sooner or later, with bigger 
or smaller difficulties, with mistakes, but you will solve it. (Senior 
Business Leader)

I knew that knowledge for knowledge does not result in any effect. 
Knowledge has to be applied to something, based on some experi-
ence. (Young Political Leader)

I think in general, that 90% of people should first finish a technical 
university, and only then go and work as painters or film directors, 
they do it better then. (Senior Business Leader)
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Moreover, education was often seen as the necessary or even sufficient 
quality needed for the success of Russia as a country in the future:

What leaders [Russia will need in the future to succeed]? Clever nor-
mal people. (Senior Business Leader)

They [future Russian leaders] have to gain education here in Russia 
and gain corresponding second education abroad. They have to have 
professional experience here in Russia and there, abroad. (Young 
Political Leader)

Inevitably, this long-standing intellectual emphasis of the leadership 
function had an impact on the practices managers adopt. Above we 
mentioned the tendency of Russian people to beat the system, and carry 
out subtle strategies rather that open battles. Similarly, in a number of 
interviews, description of leadership and management processes and 
decision-making were presented as a manipulation or a game:

Manipulation is guessing the desires of the masses, of those who you 
work with (Senior Business Leader)

Churchill [is an example of good leader]. He could calculate in 
advance, he was able to use even his enemies. Let’s say, he could be 
friends even with his enemies. That’s why he is a genius manager, a 
genius politician, a brilliant diplomat. (Young Political Leader)

Alongside intellectual technical abilities of problem solving, it was 
deemed important for the thinking leader identity to have common-
sense knowledge, be aware of day-to-day wisdoms, and have an open 
mind and a broad cultural outlook. For example, a necessary prerequisite 
of a good leader having a good breeding and wide erudition, being 
aware of culture:

[He is a good leader because] he has good education, because he has 
good breeding, because he is informal ... because, let’s say he has a 
broad / unblinkered mind, if you can say so. (Young Political Leader)

The feeling leader

I think that Leadership is attitude of a person towards oneself. First, 
he has to respect himself. Second, believe in his own powers and be 
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sure in himself ... And he needs to think in a positive way ... (Young 
Business Leader)

The feeling leader is responsible for the internal harmony of the fol-
lowers and their emotional welfare, as well as their higher values and 
fit within general life. This identity appears to be linked to the ‘pri-
vate’ self, which appears at the moment of separation of ‘safe’ family 
life and the unpredictable unreliable life outside one’s home. As Kets 
de Vries (2001) notes, ‘prone to extravagant mood swings, they can 
be extremely cold, controlled and even rude in a public setting, but 
they exude great warmth among friends’ (p. 608). Although this is 
a nation of stoics, a lot of them are also romantics, and ‘they have 
an intuitive understanding of the human heart and the tragic sense 
of human life’ (p. 609); but this emotional introspection might lead 
them to impulsiveness or even self-destruction. The other feature 
illustrated in this quote is the unstoppable optimism of Russian lead-
ers, belief in a bright future, which, however, might swing into crush-
ing pessimism.

This concept of Russian soul (dusha), a term denoting warmth and 
emotional openness of people, was repeated frequently when the inter-
viewees expressed their views on the culture and mentality and strength 
of the nation:

The Russian soul can never be regulated. (Senior Business Leader)

And another thing – Russians is a nation which is, however paradoxi-
cally this would sound, ‘soulful’. I suppose, one can learn from us 
this warmth. (Young Business Leader)

I think, there are several things that are in nature of Russian people 
but not in nature of the outside world. This is some sort of sensuality. 
Not this cold Anglo-Saxon weighted hypocrisy, but sensitivity ... In 
some way, some sort of ‘craziness’. I don’t know what is a right 
Russian word for this ... Emotion ... Openness, absence of anxi-
ety about possible mistakes that they make. Acceptability of mak-
ing mistakes. Infatuation ... Not for business, for humanity. (Senior 
Business Leader)

Relating one’s activity with their values, beliefs and sense of pur-
pose means looking for own path, much associated with the Eastern 
approach to life. It also means maintaining inner balance and 
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calmness, listening to one’s own heart and intuition in making deci-
sions, and trusting them:

There is the difference between western-oriented and eastern-
oriented models; because I cannot recall a point in my past that 
would have influence. The thing is that eastern history is cyclical in 
general, and every point is connected to a whole lot of others. That 
is, any event that happened in my life, either in my personal side, 
some sort of love anxieties or some career anxieties, they are still per-
ceived by me as a part of a general plan or some integrated scheme. 
(Young Social Leader)

Another recurring theme in several interviewees’ reflections over their 
lives was that taking a leadership position or finding themselves in that 
role was to a certain extent a surprise or something defined by their 
destiny or higher purpose. This much supports both the view expressed 
by Kets de Vries (2001) about Russians’ perception of their lives being 
subject to great forces out of their control, and more Eastern-oriented 
understanding of life, purpose and destiny.

Still it’s hard to hold back your nature’s character [and not act like a 
leader] (Senior Political Leader)

So it happens in my life that I have never achieved anything, never 
asked for anything. But if suddenly I even think of asking some-
thing – once I asked my CEO when the project would be over. So, if 
I ever ask for anything, this means that I will never receive it. (Senior 
Business Leader)

The Feeling Leader identity is largely shaped by family, the warmth 
and indulgence that children would receive there as opposed to the 
strict outside world (Kets de Vries, 2001). In fact, as the quote below 
illustrates, for most of our participants, earlier family stories were vital 
for their views, their understanding of leadership and the future choices 
they would make:

For me the history of our family, our clan is very important. There 
were people in our family who I would consider to be leaders, who 
set an example for me. Leaders, managers, and in different posi-
tions, with different tasks, facing different choices, and I heard 
discussions about these questions, heard about the challenges that 
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they faced, and of course I would start thinking. I heard about deci-
sions that were made and how this was discussed. (Young Business 
Leader)

Keeping inner control and gripping emotional self were seen as an 
important skill for the Feeling Leader identity. From some of the inter-
viewees’ stories it became clear that they saw self-awareness as the key 
to survival in a hostile environment:

This is a very important to understand your place in this world. You 
must not belittle your own significance. This happens either this is 
from foolishness, or from slyness. And neither of them are right. But 
at the same time, it’s not efficient to exaggerate your significance 
either, because sooner or later this is bound to lead to “full failure”. 
(Senior Business Leader)

There should be no euphoria in your soul. The minute you start cel-
ebrating, you can expect the first set-up / ‘road racket’ behind the 
corner. There are a lot of managers who you know, have just left the 
coast ... ‘Yes, guys, this is cool!’ (Senior Business Leader)

The collective leader

[Leadership is] an ability to feel the future or an ability to feel what 
has already happened; and an ability to catch the course of things 
and an ability to follow this course and to help, to show this course 
to other people, not turning this into a huge thing and not focusing 
people’s attention on yourself. (Young Social Leader)

This identity is centred around fairness, justice and humility or equal-
ity, and is mirrored by Mikheyev’s (1987) conclusion on one of the 
features of the Soviet mentality, that is, ‘perception of social justice as 
an equal distribution of both happiness and suffering’ (p. 519).

I am always on equal terms with them [followers. If there are some 
works being carried in our village, I am not standing apart and giving 
managerial instructions, but I take a shovel myself and work together 
with the group. That is, leader is a person who is ready to lead and 
mobilise an individual or a group of people to some achievement 
or solution of a problem, with his own personal example and own 
actions. (Young Social Leader)
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And funnily enough, there should be some humility, although there 
is also a fine line between ambition and humility. That is, you create 
not for yourself, but for the others. And this is the value – to satisfy 
yourself and your ambitions. (Senior Business Leader)

The leaders often spoke about themselves and their perceptions of their 
leadership in ways that appeared to be humble and self-effacing, often 
denying that they were leaders at all:

I have never considered myself as a leader. I have deemed myself a 
person who just really does something for good. (Senior Social Leader)

The problem is that at the end of the day I do not consider myself a 
leader, because I am not the ‘first face’. I am rather a service, that is, 
maybe of rather good quality, but service. If you look at leadership 
here, I have a big ‘kollektiv’, with all the branches that report to me 
personally as the head of financial division, I would estimate it to be 
five thousand people across Russia. (Senior Business Leader)

Broadly speaking, I have some leadership characteristics, and this 
was clear from the very childhood when I used to lead all those 
neighbourhood games. In addition, I was captain of the combined 
regional volleyball team. But I would not identify myself as a leader. 
(Senior Business Leader)

You simply ‘plough’ [=work hard] like a horse, and naturally, make 
the job interesting for the other people so that they would be will-
ing to work next to you. If you suggest / inspire this in them, then 
you might consider yourself ... Not consider yourself a leader. (Senior 
Business Leader)

In the narratives of the interviewees, one of the reasons for the influence 
of the Collective identity, this sense of a ‘collective us’ was significant, 
and seemed to be of importance. The two quotes below represent the 
possible origins of these feelings in the leaders’ consciousness; one 
focuses on survival; the other portrays the influence of the Soviet times 
on Russian people:

I think that in Russia we have this feeling that we are all together with 
you, that leaders say ‘We are together’. Even if you consider the New 
Year speech of Medvedev, of course this is funny from one side, but on 
the other – normal, that he says that we are Russians going through 
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a hard period, holding the bar, that we are together ... And this has 
always been there, and I think that this is cool. (Young Social Leader)

If you take into account the 80 years long period of soviet history 
and maybe even before, then the term ... in general, differentiation 
between yourself and others was not welcome. And since everyone 
was equal and we were building communism, in which you are a 
part of big history (one), you do not stand out (two), you are humble, 
you are giving away all your potential powers / efforts for construc-
tion of the future – then there was no phenomenon of leader. (Senior 
Business Leader)

The paternalistic and authoritative leader

A leader is a person who others follow. I think this way. A person who 
has something to show to the others. Who can somehow inspire, 
carry people along. (Young Social Leader)

Unlike the Collective Leader identity, the Paternalistic Leader identity 
sets the leader apart from their kollektiv. This is a constant paradox in the 
narratives of the leaders. The leaders’ stories show two sides of paternal-
ism, caring on the one hand, yet sometimes also the cruel and strong 
leadership that Russian people desire (Kets de Vries, 2001) and a tendency 
to domination and search for respect, not love or sympathy (Mikheyev, 
1987). On the one hand, this identity makes leaders set themselves apart, 
act in a superior manner, patronizing, and tough towards their follow-
ers; on the other, it makes them take responsibility for the employees, 
care for them and protect them from the outside world.

A distinctive element of this identity is charisma, a good sense of 
humour and a positive influence on other people.

Personal charm is important, and it is very important to be fully 
absorbed with the process and be able to infect with this ‘drive’ the 
people around him. (Young Social Leader)

He was able to lead people after him from scratch, jump on a barricade, 
shout in a very inspiring way and move forwards. And through inter-
action with him, I understood how important personal charisma is, 
one’s conviction in their own words, absolute conviction about them-
selves, yes, how confidence influences people. (Young Business Leader)



278 Vasilisa Takoeva and Sharon Turnbull

The Paternalistic Leader identity is also concerned with followers’ per-
sonal development and emotional and mental welfare:

This is not simple exploitation of people, but you understand that 
this is future of this company. That’s why you share with them; you 
permit them empathy and allow that they might become better than 
you are. (Senior Business Leader)

Having a position of authority and trust of their followers, leads the 
Paternalistic Leader identity to feel responsible for people and the result.

I understood that now I have a feeling of responsibility that I should 
not let down all the people, and this was a strong motivational fac-
tor. (Young Social Leader)

According to the GLOBE studies’ findings, Russia scored very high on the 
power distance scale of behaviour and this despite a significantly lower 
score on the ‘should be scale’. Grachev (2009) sees this as a response to 
Russia’s struggle to balance order in society with democracy. This sense 
of separation of a leader in their superior position from the followers, 
according to their narratives, came from their individual experiences:

You can never allow yourself boorishness towards your subordinates – 
on the one hand. But on the other, buddy-buddy manners are not 
welcome either. (Senior Business Leader)

You cannot make friends with subordinates, this is almost unreal, 
and otherwise it’s very hard to ask afterwards ... This is almost impos-
sible, you have to understand it from the very beginning. (Senior 
Business Leader)

Juggling identities – the ‘chameleon’ leader

In this research we have found that this multifaceted set of identities is 
present, often simultaneously, in the narratives of every individual we 
interviewed. Mikheyev (1987) has reported that Russians adapt their 
behaviour to the person they face in the context they find themselves 
in almost immediately; and we found evidence that Russian leaders 
appeared to be constantly juggling these identities even within a single 
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sentence. An example of such shifting identities is illustrated in the fol-
lowing interview extract:

A priori Russians treat each other with suspicion. That is, a priori 
no one smiles, ‘by default’ the attitude towards you is negative.

But the moment a person proves he does not deserve that negative 
attitude, he is immediately being accepted in the club.

There is immediate fraternisation, all that human-love-good etc. 
Because this is not emotional openness I guess, but rather after you 
pass a starting test, a Russian will give all of him away. He gives a 
lot, and not like Thai people do, who are just very ‘friendly’ and 
that’s why they are ‘nice’. They are ‘friendly’ simply in their life. 
And there are Europeans who always have a certain barrier.

They will never let you into their inner world. And Russians will. 
And that’s that ... heartfelt generosity.
We, Russians, we do not feel sorry for ourselves.

(Young Business Leader)

Surviving

Feeling

Collective

Feeling

Surviving

Discussion and conclusions

The research has identified six leader identities which appear to co-exist 
in the behaviours of all the leaders we interviewed and were exhibited 
both simultaneously and in contradiction in the leaders’ narratives 
according to the context and situation. These are leader as builder, leader 
as survivor, leader as thinker, the feeling leader, the collective leader, the 
paternalistic/ authoritative leader. When combined we see a chameleon 
leader who exhibits these simultaneously often in the same sentence.

Reflecting on leadership identities in Russia against the backdrop of 
the country’s emergence as a BRIC country and therefore as a fast devel-
oping economy, and on the leaders’ identities as shaped by that context 
we also found a number of key factors that may have implications for 
future research into leadership in emerging economies and transitional 
economies.

The Russian leaders have a strong vision of the future they want to 1. 
create, and work towards achievement of their results both short-
term and long-term.
Creativity, flexibility and adaptability are seen as essential for organ-2. 
izational sustainability; toughness and control as important for its 
survival.
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Deep education and broad cultural knowledge is seen to enable the 3. 
leaders to operate within their own zone of responsibility, but also to 
make judgements outside their expertise, especially when they have 
to act in an unexpected environment.
Inner moral values are the reference points that allow the leaders to 4. 
stay ‘authentic’ in making their decisions. However, changing the 
broad guidelines or rules of the game according to the changing con-
text while keeping these values intact is seen as a skill needed for 
turbulent times.
A sense of collectivism and equality can be a motivating factor in 5. 
certain work environments, especially if the organization is built on 
fair and just principles. Devotion and self-sacrifice of the leader is 
seen as essential for a bright future for Russia.
While an authoritative / superior position of a leader is something to 6. 
be used with caution, the other side of this in the Russian context is 
the care and protection of their followers.
Finally, it is the ability to balance and combine these apparently com-7. 
peting identities, almost simultaneously, according to the changing 
demands of the context that makes Russian leaders stand out.

The multiple, conflicting but often simultaneous Russian leaders’ identities 
that we have found in our research support many of the longstanding find-
ings on the Russian mentality as discussed in the literature sections above. 
However, the depth and texture of our findings, offered through the lenses 
and narratives of the leaders we interviewed, provide a rich picture of the 
complexity and contradictions that Russian leaders today experience in 
their daily lives and roles, thus adding to previous findings. Our research 
offers a colourful illustration of the ‘menu’ of identities from which Russian 
leaders choose (consciously or unconsciously), and how these often com-
peting identities influence their behaviour and decisions.

Many of the leaders started their careers prior to the 1990s, and these 
leaders were able to offer insights into the dramatic shift in their think-
ing and practice that took place as a result of the remarkable shifts that 
they lived through in the political, social and economic climate of 
Russia, during and after the Soviet era. Most of the leaders saw their per-
sonal values as remaining constant, being given to them by their par-
ents (Mikheyev, 1987), while acknowledging at the same time that the 
external guidelines and rules of the game had changed dramatically.

A number of implications for leadership ‘identity’ research might also 
be drawn from this study. In the West, the dominant narrative is of a 
single ‘authentic self’, with other identities being viewed as inauthentic 
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or simply acting. Leaders consequently often seek self-awareness above 
all else, and see the quest for their inner core or fixed self as an overarch-
ing goal of leadership development. However, in the thinking of these 
Russian leaders we have found a much more fluid notion of identity, as 
behaviourally driven and contextually shifting, tailored ephemerally to 
a context. This mirrors Mikheyev’s (1987) explanation of light, grey and 
dark areas of one’s knowledge of the world.

This research also makes a methodological contribution. The two 
researchers adopted insider (Russian researcher) and outsider (UK 
researcher) lenses as a way to deepen our analysis. We were keen to 
learn what surprised each of us in our dual readings of each interview 
and to discuss and learn from our different perceptions. We are not 
aware of a similar approach to the coding of qualitative interviews in 
leadership research. This was also invaluable when working with the 
language of the leaders, especially when interpretation involved both 
literal translation and explanation of the connotations and nuances 
of this language. This has previously been shown to be a source of 
frustration in a Russian-foreign working environment (Camiah & 
Hollinshead, 2003). We were able to turn this frustration to a meth-
odological advantage.

Our findings suggest a great deal of scope for further research. An 
ethnographic study of Russian leaders, investigating how these con-
flicting and competing identities play out in practice, and how each 
is triggered by context or situation would be a valuable extension to 
our research. The leader–follower relationships in Russia have been 
explored in this study solely from the leaders’ perspectives. Further 
research into the relational aspects of Russian leadership would benefit 
from seeking the followers’ perspectives.

We are also curious to know whether some of these identities might 
be found in other transitional or fast emerging economies, thus rep-
lica studies in other BRIC countries would be very valuable for global 
leadership research. Generational and gender differences were also 
noted in this study, although not explored in depth. Consequently, 
further research into the gendered and cross-generational leadership 
identities in Russia and other fast developing economies would also 
be beneficial. The relationship between leadership identities, and the 
political, social and economic contexts in which the leadership is situ-
ated has been explored very little to date. The findings of this research 
suggest that there is scope and need for more research in this area 
since it has a great deal to contribute to the western-centric literature 
on global leadership.
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