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‘Organisational leadership’:

leadership of, by and for the organisation
(with acknowledgement to Abraham Lincoln)
Forthcoming leadership workshop: 27 April
An important date for your diary. 27 April at the Institute of Directors in London. Perception Dynamics are running a workshop entitled Leadership and Teamworking – How to Eliminate ‘Silo Mentality’ and the Internal Barriers to High Performance.

Ian Robson, who runs Perception Dynamics, and I have successfully used his mind-blowing insights with client organisations’ top teams to weld together functionalised and fractionalised structures, aiming to unify their leadership efforts. This is a tall order, as we all know, yet the principles upon which Ian’s methodology are based comprise well-known psychology. What Ian has done is to build on those disparate theories and bring them together into a unified and practical method that moulds managers’ perceptions on such matters as do they have a choice, are they in control, is anything really going to happen, and how will they be held to account to make sure it happens. 
We are offering readers of this newsletter a £100 discount off the full price of £395 (plus VAT). Please email me for further information and a booking form. Three places are still available.
Individuate according to the TV stars
‘The key to a successful marriage is to individuate. You need to be able to understand your partner’s development needs and recognise your own’. So claims Pamela Stevenson, star of the 1980s hit television series Not the Nine O’clock News, who went on to become a therapist.
The concept of individuation, the process by which social individuals become differentiated one from the other, is usually discussed in the context of families. It is an issue for parents, partners and children. The latter especially are encouraged to find themselves, their uniqueness and gain their freedom. 
In the inspiring 1998 film Little Voice, appropriately shown on television on New Year’s Eve, Jane Horrocks’ LV character is dominated by her over-bearing mother, brilliantly played by Brenda Blethyn. LV’s voice is wonderful, but she has no licence from her mother to find it. Michael Caine and Ewan McGregor offer help in this powerful story of individuation.

Stephen Fry would appear to agree. He claims that, ‘The day a child of mine comes home from school and reveals that he or she has been taught something I agree with is the day I take that child away from school’.

The children grow up, then what happens: they join an organisation and are required to conform. A job tells them what they have to do. Training tells them how. A hierarchy enforces control. The company’s ethics matter more than your own, with the result that individuals will do things in the name of their employer that they wouldn’t believe right to do themselves. 
Most organisations’ don’t welcome individuation and certainly don’t go out of their way to promote it. Military organisations consciously suppress it – with shorn hair helping to strip recruits of their individuality. 

In spite of most organisations’ rhetoric, the practice of convergence replaces the espoused policy of diversity (other than in terms of one’s background). Here are a couple of thoughts:

· What if organisations saw themselves as being in the individuation business? What would that look like?

· The job of leadership is to make it safer for people to say what’s on their mind. Leadership gives voice to those who lack it.

Ten principles for improving leadership in organisations

Principle 1

The organisation determines the leadership it gets, not the individual.

Principle 2

The issue is: ‘How well does the organisation work as a system to deliver leadership appropriate to its future?’ This is the target of OD leadership-improvement interventions. 

Principle 3

The organisation’s needs are demand-pull in nature – expressed as a clear requirement for the leadership that the organisation has to pull into itself in order to deliver specific, needed change, including how well it works as a system to deliver organisation-wide leadership appropriate to its future.

Principle 4

Most typical management development responses are supply-push in nature. Such strategies wrongly assume that pushing more talented individual leaders into the organisation per se will lead to the changes that the organisation requires for itself (not for the individual leader).

Principle 5

You cannot solve demand-pull needs with supply-push responses.

Principle 6

You cannot meet organisation-based needs with individual-based responses. (‘Attempts to change organisations by changing individuals have a long history of theoretical inadequacy and practical failure. Both stem from a disregard of the systemic properties of organisations and from the confusion of individual changes with modification in organisational variables.’  (Katz and Khan, 1978)

Principle 7

Development (that is relevant and well-designed) is the means of achieving organisational ends. Development is not the end to be improved by organisational means (as some OD interventions attempt).

Principle 8

You cannot separate out one variable (such as leadership) as though it can exist in isolation of others. The individual and the individual’s environment are indivisible.

Principle 9

It takes leadership to see that the problem calls for improved leadership.

Principle 10

At the top of the change pyramid there needs to be a super-leadership system that makes it clear to leaders that the status quo is untenable, and that they will be held accountable for delivering an improvement process that will have failed if it doesn’t change the status quo.

It’s the system, stupid

Principle No. 1 says that it’s the organisation that determines the leadership it gets, not the individual. So why is Patricia Hewitt MP, the Secretary of State for Health, sacking non-executive directors of NHS Trusts with finances in the red? The highly respected King’s Fund, the health-sector thinktank, has pointed out that the problems are mainly systemic rather than failings of individual leadership. 

An important new article entitled ‘Looking inside the organisation for leadership’ describes and advances the systemic-based antidote to the model of individual leader primacy. The article is due for publication in May’s issue of the magazine Developing HR Strategy. If you would like to be sent a copy once published, please email editor@organisational-leadership.com.

A day in the life of a headteacher

The Prime Minister explains to anyone who will listen that the fundamental principle behind his Education Reform Bill is to give schools independence so that they can be free to raise standards. He means freedom from local authority control. But arguably that isn’t where school heads feel enslaved. The problem is more one of central control. Take an example from further education, freed from local authority control by a previous Conservative government, and now regulated by the Learning and Skills Council (LSC), itself under pressure to improve. 

Bede College, Middlesbrough

Last Friday its principal, Miriam Stanton, had on her desk two 135-page documents from the LSC relating her college’s data to national data; her college’s 135-page self-assessment; the 30-page extract she is required to make of that for the Ofsted website; her 50-page quality improvement plan; her annual internal development plan; her three-year internal development plan; and her quality improvement plan.
”I have a vice-principal whose main duty is to prepare for inspections, and another teacher who spends four days out of five collecting data for quality assurance, and therefore only teaches the equivalent of one day a week,” she says. “That is two people away from where they should be, supporting students and teachers. Yet quality comes from teachers in classrooms. … When I came into the job I was involved with students every day. Now I spend most of my time dealing with documents and spreadsheets.”

(Extract from ‘Another go at duplication’, Education Guardian, 02 February 2006)
If the Prime Minister believed that freedom was needed to raise standards, he could do it now. The centre needs to let go. This example and the next illustrate Principle No. 8 – how the system must be factored into the equation when considering the quality and nature of leadership in organisations.

Too many teachers have lost their appetite for the top job. A third of headteacher jobs are now re-advertised, and one in five schools are without a permanent head. The job description of headteacher, and the leadership ladder within primary schools’ structure are proving not fit for purpose.
(Extract from ‘Too happy being number two’, Education Guardian, 21 March 2006)

Look before you leap. Think before you act - Version 2
Following on from the October 2005 issue, which emphasised the need to get the diagnosis right before taking action, here are some more examples.

There is much current interest in mediation – in schools, local government, divorces, arguments over high hedges, etc. But before rushing in, think: is the need for mediation fuelled by a dispute or a conflict? They are not the same. Essentially, the difference is between matters which are rational and those that are emotional. You can have either without the other, or quite probably both. But be clear before wading in.

Do we need training or education? Be clear. In the field of learning, do you want to help people clear their minds, or do you want to fill them with your own thoughts? Do you want to open things up and expand people’s thought horizons (i.e. divergent learning – education), or do you want to constrain them to think the right way, your own or your organisation’s way (i.e. convergent learning – training)?

The suite of audit tools available through www.organisational-leadership.com is designed to prompt a clearer understanding of what is happening in your organisation before deciding what to do about it.

Handover fist
Various editions of this newsletter have discussed the problems that organisations experience around leaders’ tenure: appropriate duration, how to end it and whose call that should be (preferably the body to which the leader accounts, not the jobholder), and many leaders’ wish to leave a legacy. In the absence of a fixed term, it often comes down to a simple matter of how hard it is for a leader to let go. The consequence is that too many stay longer than is good for them and their stakeholders.
In some organisations the opposite is true: the 2-year fixed tenure for senior RAF officers makes for a pronounced cycle of taking a short-term change initiative, then planning the next career move, and handing on an incomplete intervention to a surprised successor, who may then disown it. The driver for this system is the need to develop the individual (for which it may deliver). If the driver was the need to develop the organisation, the period would probably be three or four years. But not ten, as in Tony Blair’s case. Or Vodafone, where the handover remains problematical. You begin to think you own the place rather than hold it briefly in trust.
Following the backlash to the Prime Minister’s musings on Australian television about his eventual departure from high office, Tony Blair may now be wondering if it may have been the wrong time to say it may have been the wrong time … ! After all, he still has NHS finances to sort out. He may be there some time.
Dialogue, not debate

When people talk about the need to talk more, it’s fashionable to call for more debate. This is unfair to debate – where one side tries to gain support for a firmly held view against an equally well-argued opposing view. One side wins; the other loses. There is little learning in this, no enquiry, no shifting of ground by the protagonists. For that to take place we need dialogue – dia (through) logos (learning).

Cameras have been allowed into the 10 Downing Street cabinet for the first time, as the members struggle to formulate a new education policy. At the same time, the Prime Minister states that he is determined to push through his education reform changes. He intends to leave a lasting legacy that no future government can undo. This isn’t dialogue.

True dialogue precedes taking a decision. It is an open-ended, exploratory process that enriches participants’ learning ahead of a decision needing to be taken. If the agenda is too fixed, as in, ‘By the end of this meeting we need to have decided xyz’, then that is unlikely to encourage dialogue. Ultimately, most decisions are probably taken by one person, with the rest being either willing or press-ganged supporters (however dressed up as a team decision). This fact about decision-making can create the space for dialogue. Quite apart from scope for improving the quality of discussion in cabinet, this logic argues for more dialogue before and beyond cabinet by an informed citizenry. Ministers take note.

Candid camera

Building on earlier items, head office leadership is about providing guidance and frameworks rather than strict rules. Local leadership is about exercising discretion and knowing when to be flexible.

Following concern about so-called ‘hoodies’, a national chain installed CCTV cameras in all its pubs. Head office issued an instruction to all landlords. They were to require anyone wearing a hat to remove it so that the cameras could get an identifiable image if there was trouble. An old lady in her eighties fell foul of the rule. She entered one of the pubs wearing her favourite rain-hat and was forced to remove it or leave the premises. The publican exercised as little leadership as his head office.

Windsor Castle leadership event
The output from this year’s successful leadership consultation at Windsor Castle, held on 30-31 January, is now published on www.organisational-leadership website.
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