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Public leadership
Mike Broussine and Richard F. Callahan
Introduction
In today’s interconnected and interdependent world, public leadership has to be more than just leading public sector organizations. ‘Wicked’ problems that cross organizational boundaries can only be addressed successfully by networks of public, private and non-profit organizations, community groups and citizens and other inter-organizational arrangements (see chapter 15).
Public leaders are also required to manage the consequences of ‘austerity’ measures that feature in the fiscal policies of many governments, involving unprecedented programmes of public spending cuts. The leadership challenges are not simply balancing the budget in the short term – new institutional responses and new strategies have had to be developed.
In this context, public managers are expected to ration or cut services (often with great impact on vulnerable groups) and restructure public services leading to de facto privatization. The unprecedented scale and speed of these public expenditure cuts has created ethical pressures whereby many feel that they have to make decisions at odds with their professional and moral values. The leadership challenge in working to develop public support for new strategies can be described as ‘moving beyond magical thinking’ (Callahan, 2012) that previously expected increased public services while simultaneously rejecting increased fees or taxes.
In order to solve complex problems, public leaders have to be able to initiate concerted action not only within their own organizations but among stakeholders with different and competing interests. A shift to viewing leaders as facilitators of stakeholder and civic engagement implies that hierarchical and formal forms of authority do not fully explain the contemporary features of public leadership. Just as there are many multifaceted challenges in the public sector, likewise there is no one perspective that fully defines leadership (Yukl, 2002). It is better to see leadership as a complex multifaceted phenomenon. The complexities of leadership are driven both internally by personal learning and development of resilience, as well as externally by the variedness of people, organizations and institutions (Bennis and Biederman, 2009).
The range of views about leadership is represented in this chapter by the boxed quotes from actual public leaders. Because most people agree that leadership is key to an organization’s effectiveness, this chapter provides an opportunity for you to develop your own leadership map, navigating varied perspectives found within this uncertain terrain (Raadschelders, 2011).
There are four factors that complicate the study of leadership. The first is that leadership does not just reside with the women and men at the top of organizations, but is exercised throughout – by team leaders, senior practitioners, teams of managers and professionals. A second issue is that the language of organization has been shifting away from management towards leadership: yet both of these functions are necessary. Third, there is a need to lead outside the organization, often across the public, private and non-profit sectors, with leadership as a catalyst for problem solving. Fourth, leaders are human – neither omnipotent, nor omniscient, working under conditions of unpredictability and flux – a significant feature of today’s public service organizations.
Box 20.1 Leadership is …
… subtle, nuanced and contextual.
(Libby Lee, Principal, Ralph Allen School, Bath, UK)
… Political leadership to me is about developing a vision, and a direction, that will captivate and inspire those around to transform it into a reality.
(Mike Whitby, Leader, Birmingham City Council, 2008)
Learning objectives
This chapter will help readers to understand:
· the current emphasis on leadership in public governance;
· the differences between leadership and management;
· the interrelationships between leadership, power and politics;
· gender and diversity dimensions in leadership;
· effective practices for learning as a leader.
The emphasis on leadership in public governance
Box 20.2 Leadership is …
What we have at our disposal as leaders consists of people, things and ways of doing things – that is to say, our human, our technological and our system assets. In the end, only people count.
(Mark Kroeker, former LAPD Deputy Chief, Portland Oregon Police Chief of Police, and United Nations Police Commissioner)
The emphasis on leadership in public services during the past 20 years has been remarkable. An Audit Commission inspection report of a UK city council’s corporate governance mentioned leadership 28 times in 48 pages. The OECD (2001: 13) suggested that a changing environment requires a new type of leadership because:
· the growing need to address interconnected problems in a public policy context of shared power demands that leaders pay more attention to policy coherence;
· a knowledge-intensive economy and public sector call for a new type of leadership that inspires others to create and share knowledge;
· there is a continuing need for public sector organizations to adapt.
The OECD concluded that the managerial skills that have been emphasized since the 1980s are not sufficient to cope with future challenges.
Box 20.3 Leadership is …
… about challenging everyone in the organization to raise their game. It is about creating the energy and enthusiasm necessary to take the organization forward. The leader’s role is to create, and then manage, the tensions between the short and the long term, current performance and future ambition, restructuring and revitalization. It is about injecting the necessary idealism and foresight to imagine possibilities of a better future for the organization combined with the pragmatism to recognize that whilst some people and systems may be outdated they still have a contribution that they can make.
(Hugh Burnard, former Regional Head, Her Majesty’s Customs and Excise)
In similar vein, Hartley and Allison (2000: 35) looked at the role of leadership in the modernization of public services, asking ‘Is [leadership] simply a mantra, or is there some logic to the promotion of leadership in public services?’ They began by outlining how important leadership seemed to be in thinking about the improvement of public services. For instance, the Labour government in the UK (1997–2010) promoted the setting up of new leadership academies – for schools, for the National Health Service (NHS), and for local councillors.
In the United States, the nearly $800 billion 2009 American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) called on federal executives across a range of functions to develop networks across federal agencies, as well as across the public and private sectors (Callahan et al., 2012). The ARRA lessons suggest the importance of leaders who can take the initiative in developing new or expanded public policy and programmes, identify and mitigate risk, move with urgency, leverage existing assets, act with great transparency, and embrace public accountability for performance.
Moreover, there is an urgency to addressing leadership challenges. In the United States, the lessons from inadequate federal, state, and local government responses to Hurricane Katrina in the City of New Orleans suggest that leadership challenges in addressing ‘wicked problems’ in the public sector have four features (Kettl, 2006):
1. high cost of failure;
2. urgency to act;
3. need to work across political boundaries;
4. need to overcome depleted intellectual capital with new ideas.
The influential Performance Improvement Unit (PIU) report on leadership (UK Cabinet Office, 2001) started with the assumption that good leadership is scarce in the public sector. While admitting that there were many examples of good leadership, it suggested that there was a scarcity of ‘top-level’ leaders, and that the demands on leaders were growing.
More recently, the Ministerial Foreword in a UK Government report (BIS, 2012) suggested that ‘Strong leadership and management is a key factor in fostering innovation, unlocking the potential of the workforce and ensuring organizations have the right strategies to drive productivity and growth’ and that ‘too many of our organizations, both private and public, are failing to achieve their full potential: managerial shortcomings and a lack of strategic thinking are holding them back’ (p. 4).
Many pronouncements on leadership are concerned with leaders at the top of their organizations. Leadership is often presented as predominantly, first, the attribute of an individual person or role; and second, a top-down process. Such a view implies that leadership is not exercised anywhere else in the organization. The UK Coalition Government’s recent attempt to introduce elected executive mayors in larger local authorities assumed that effectiveness depended on having a powerful leadership figure at the top of the organization – people ‘with clout’, ‘visibility’ and ‘with the space to think for the long term’ (speech by Minister Greg Clark, MP, DCLG, 2012a).
This top-down view suggests a limited perspective of organizations that does not accord with reality. As Hartley and Allison (2000: 36) point out, while the role of individual leaders in shaping events is clear, the ‘lionization’ of the individual leader assumes that she or he has pre-eminent capacity and power. Vaill (1999: 121) writes: ‘Leadership is not the behaviour of a person at all but rather a property of a social system’. Defining leadership as only the qualities of individual leaders tells only half the story, if that. A more effective definition of leadership that we offer is that it mobilizes the capacities of others inside and outside the organization.
Strategy allows public sector leaders to develop a process of engagement with those inside and outside the organization. The strong connection between leadership and strategy is illustrated by the reform of the largest health care provider, the federal US Veterans Health Administration. The leadership of Under-Secretary Dr. Kenneth Kizer (1995) connected strategy, organizational change and accountability to transform a highly centralized, top-down organization to one with bottom-up decision-making in regions, emphasizing the quality of care received by patients.
A brief history of the study of leadership
Box 20.4 Leadership is …
The key quality of effective leaders in political environments is that they were outcome oriented, always looked for results and were willing to ask for hard evidence to see if they had gotten the desired outcomes. They were persistent, truth-tellers, and did not walk away from conflict. They stayed engaged until the outcome was achieved.
(Elisabeth Kersten, Former Director, Senate Office of Research, California State Legislature)
An engaging summary of the various approaches to the study of leadership from the 1920s was given by Gareth Jones (1998: 81–82):
There have been three major schools of leadership study. The first is called trait theory, where behavioural scientists tried to identify effective leaders by looking at what they had in common. Trait theory broke down when an expensive American study stated, with a straight face, ‘We have studied 400 effective leaders and we can conclude that they are either above average height or below’.
By then the behavioural scientists had a new toy, the camera. They started to film people and said that effective leaders had a distinctive style. This approach was particularly associated with the human relations movement in the 1940s in America. … Then the 1950s came along and, with the world on the edge of thermonuclear destruction, a whole new leadership style seemed appropriate: the Cold War warrior. … That was the end of style theory ….
Then it was decided to study not leaders but leadership …. You first have to ask who you are trying to lead, then identify the critical parameters of the task. Finally you look for characteristics of the situation that can be turned to your advantage. These three issues form the basis of the latest and best theory, sometimes called situation leadership theory.
The advantage of situational or contingency theories is that we can see how leadership depends on a relationship between the leader and the context that the leader is working in, including her or his followers.
Leadership can therefore vary according to the situation – for example, the British electorate rejected its wartime leader, Winston Churchill, in 1945, preferring new leaders in the immediate post-war era. This gives us a more realistic view of leadership (though admittedly a more complex one), because we now have to deal with several factors in addition to the charisma or strength of the individual leader. Furthermore, more recent research takes us away from what can be seen as simplistic notions of leadership towards a wider and more sophisticated – but perhaps a bewildering – range of newer paradigms (see Van Wart, 2013, for a comprehensive overview of these) e.g. distributed leadership, collaborative and network leadership, ethical leadership.
The complexity of leadership studies has not translated into a deep appreciation of the challenges in developing leadership skills. Discussions in the popular press – and sometimes in central government thinking – typically do not emphasize the years of training needed to develop skills in public sector leadership. Indeed, in a document entitled 50 ways to save – Examples of sensible savings in local government (DCLG, 2012b), the UK Government’s ambivalence about the development of leaders was apparent (p. 10): ‘End expensive “leadership” courses’. In addition, there is often an underappreciation of the different leadership skills called for in the varied levels of leadership – individual, team, organizational, community and institutional (Callahan, 2008). Moreover, the variedness of public organizations means that lessons and research findings from one level of government or one type of organization may not be applied readily across contexts (Raadschelders, 2011).
Box 20.5 Effective leaders …
… ensure that they have good followers. The most important qualities required are understanding, empathy, boldness and authenticity.
(Carolyn Downs, Chief Executive, Local Government Association)
Table 20.1 Management versus leadership
	Managers
	Leaders

	

	Focus on the present situation
Organize current resources so that we can use them effectively
Have a keen eye for detail
Think of ways of stretching resources further
	Focus on the future
Invent an image of the future that is so persuasive that we are willing to commit our efforts, time and resources to turn image into reality


Source: Based on Gabriel (1999: 139)
The differences between leadership and management
Any serious attempt to understand organizational leadership needs to distinguish between leadership and management, which are now broadly agreed to be different (see Table 20.1). To put it succinctly: Leadership shapes the future; management delivers it. As Gabriel (1999: 139) notes: ‘It is possible to manage inanimate objects – a diary, a farm, a stamp collection – but it is only possible to lead people’.
The distinction between management and leadership frees us to ask questions such as whether or not organizations are over-managed and under-led and whether or not the roles of leadership and management are invariably held in the same person. Both leadership and management are important to an organization. The challenge is the fit between the person, the management or leadership skills needed internally and the demands of the external environment.
Leadership, power and politics
The complex interactions between power and organizational politics profoundly impact understanding about how leadership works, or does not work. The authority, power and legitimacy of leaders are potentially contestable, and conflict suffuses organizational functioning. This applies especially to public services, where it is difficult to see the ‘bottom line’ and where there is much scope for disagreement on aims and means. There is always a political (small ‘p’) dimension to leadership: organizational members will often seek ‘to mobilize support for or against policies, rules, goals, or other decisions in which the outcome will have some effect on them’ (Robbins, 1987: 194).
Box 20.6 Leadership is …
· providing direction for the organization;
· delivering results;
· building capacity for the organization to address current and future challenges;
· acting with integrity.
(Roy Stephenson, Deputy Director, Cabinet Office)
The formal authority that goes with a leader’s role is an important, usually hierarchically based, source of power (note that formal authority may be an attribute of a team, board or committee, not just a person). However, formal role authority is just one power base for organizational leadership. Burnes (2000: 178–179) lists four other kinds:
· coercive power – the threat of negative consequences should compliance not be forthcoming;
· remunerative power – the promise of material rewards as inducements to cooperate;
· normative power – the allocation and manipulation of symbolic rewards;
· knowledge-based power – the control of unique information needed to make decisions.
You can understand an organization’s politics and power structures by seeking to find out who is included in, and who is excluded from, decision-making. Except in the most authoritarian organizations, authority for decision-making will be delegated throughout the organization. Similarly, the five power bases, to greater or lesser extents, may be distributed through all levels of the hierarchy. Knowledge-based power, especially, goes with the professional expertise that is the basis of much front-line work of public services. However, ‘constructive dissent’ among workers may not be listened to by formal leaders, so that solutions to organizational problems – already known to the workers – take a long time to implement:
a solution to excessive waiting times and chronic staff shortages is to allow the ‘subordinate’ nurses the freedom to solve the problems that they could have solved years ago – if only someone had thought to ask them.
(Cabinet Office, 2001: Annex D)
Leadership occurs through groups as well as highly placed individuals. Power is more diffuse than we might imagine and does not operate only through orthodox hierarchy. A corollary is that leadership is exercised in a political environment – a seen and unseen network of relations and tactics that people employ in order to either commit to, or dissent from, decisions that affect them. Effective leadership in a political environment often calls for working with opposition and/or embracing dissent.
Box 20.7 Leadership is …
… about creating a sense of purpose and direction, communicating and legitimizing belief and passion.
… creating, not consuming, energy … fostering creativity … and most of all it’s about building, winning and retaining … trust.
(Lord Michael Bichard, ex-Director of the Institute of Government, UK)
The gender dimension of leadership
It is important to study leadership from the gender point of view for several reasons. First, a large number of public service employees are women. Second, public service organizations often have a stated commitment to advance equal opportunities. Third, the main users of many public services such as health and social care, as well as other services, tend to be women. For these reasons, you might expect that women are at least equally represented in the leadership of UK public services as men – but, if so, you would be wrong: take a look at Reader exercise 3 at the end of this chapter and see also Chapter 25.
The belief that there are distinguishable ‘male’ and ‘female’ styles of leadership is widespread. Many people feel, for example, that women especially hold ‘people skills’ and skills associated with bringing about transformational change. Care is needed in jumping to such conclusions. Women in a UK local government study (Fox and Broussine, 2001) emphasized that they did not have a monopoly of these skills and attributes. The idea of male and female approaches to leadership could itself be stereotypical, denying both men and women the opportunity to exercise different skills. Furthermore, appreciation of womanly qualities (usually described as caring and relational) could be another way of restricting women to certain kinds of role, for example, careers in human relations. Nevertheless, despite such cautions, for many female senior managers, and their male colleagues, the gendered distinction in leadership styles was based in some kind of reality.
This study also showed that the range of blatant and subtle discriminatory behaviours that many women experienced had the effect of marginalizing or belittling their authority as leaders. Even in organizations with good equal opportunity initiatives, the informal organization could continue to transmit cultural messages about the ‘proper place’ for women. Almost all women chief executives reported that, even after they had been in post for a while, they often felt under scrutiny and judged in different ways to men.
The growth of performance targets and other managerialist approaches may create more ‘macho’ – individualistic and competitive – organizational cultures. In addition it is likely that traditional so-called ‘male’ command-and-control assumptions about leadership are perpetuated by the emphasis on ‘strong’ leadership in the ‘modernizing government’ agenda. A consequent question facing junior women managers is whether opportunity for promotion in an organization is real, or as found in an in-depth research of a large US public organization, the reality was more an ‘illusion of opportunity’ (Ospina, 1996).
Community leadership
As we have emphasized, public leadership is as much about relationships with external stakeholders and communities as it is about mobilization of internal organizational capacities. In the public services, this is not easy because of the range of stakeholders (citizens, service users, customers, community groups, individuals) and the diversity of needs (see also Chapters 16 and 17).
Case example 20.1 demonstrates how community leadership may be seen as the mobilization of others’ leadership capacities. We may see public leadership therefore as working at boundaries, developing effective relationships between professions, between agencies and organizations, and between communities. There is an important distinction between leadership ‘with’ as opposed to leadership ‘over’ an organization or a group, resulting possibly in new and unexpected forms of leadership.
Box 20.8 An effective leader is …
… a connector, a convener, a communicator, and a listener. A leader is a trusted individual who gives people the opportunity to dream about what their community can be and helps them develop and implement action steps to get there. A leader is a problem solver who knows the key is to work withpeople to address their challenges, not to do to them or for them.
(Gloria Rubio-Cortes, President of the National Civic League, the home of the All-America City Award)
Box 20.9 Leadership is …
… to look far ahead without losing sight of where you are – not only hearing but listening, not only working but creating.
(Prof. Dr Marga Pröhl, Director-General, European Institute for Public Administration, Maastricht)
The leadership skill set for working across communities or in inter-organizational networks starts with recognition of the different types of network. Research in the past 20 years has identified four different types of networks (Milward and Provan, 2006):
1. service implementation;
2. information diffusion;
3. problem solving;
4. community capacity-building.
Often referred to as collaborative leadership, the skills needed to design and lead networks place a premium on the ability to negotiate, to work through uncertainty in funding and to engage a wide range of stakeholders, clients and funders, as well as influencing other public sector leaders (both appointed and elected – see also Chapter 18).
The relationship between organizational leadership and political leadership
Case example 20.1 Solving local problems through community leadership
In a major residential area of Falmouth in Cornwall, professionals in the local authority, Carrick District Council, and the health authority, working together with a small number of activists in the community, helped to initiate major improvements to the condition of local housing, especially heating and insulation. As residents saw the improvements in quality of life brought about by this programme, they started working on a series of further initiatives on the estate, covering estate management, housing repairs, crime watch, youth training schemes, etc. These schemes were largely led and managed by the residents themselves. As the initiatives proved successful, the strength of resident involvement grew and some of the residents decided to become politically active on a formal basis, e.g. getting elected as councillors. One of the strengths of the approach was that residents always had a majority on the project management committee, which was an independent legal entity, but the committee also included all the main public sector organizations with responsibilities for services provided in the housing estate.
Source: Bovaird and Owen (2002: 57–73)
Another challenge in studying public leadership is that it is exercised in a political context, where elected politicians play important roles. This is one of the principal distinguishing features of public services compared with the private sector. One of the difficult and controversial questions in this political context is about precisely who exercises leadership, over what and whom.
Box 20.10 Leadership is …
… an opportunity to serve, it is not a trumpet call for self-importance.
(Bernard Melekian, Director, Office of Community Oriented Policing Services, United States, Department of Justice)
Morrell and Hartley (2006: 484–485) have usefully summarized the basis for political leaders’ claims to authority. They define political leaders as:
· democratically elected;
· representatives;
· vulnerable to deselection;
· operating within, as well as influencing, a constitutional and legal framework;
· having authority that is based on a mandate;
· requiring the consent of those whom they govern and serve.
The relationship between organizational and political leadership can be fraught with challenges and even peril. Only occasionally do we get insights into ‘power struggles’ and tensions between politicians and civil servants or officers – for example, from Richards (2000: 21):
The tensions began almost as soon as Labour got into power. Some permanent secretaries departed at the earliest possible moment. Senior press officers went even more quickly. The clashes seemed to subside, but, in reality, they just faded from public view.
Such conflicts and struggles may be seen as attempts to dominate and subordinate. They may have a range of causes such as an incoming administration wishing to exercise control over civil servants or officers; or an anxiety that one side will ‘lose out’ in a new restructuring proposal or as a result of a renewed call for strong political leadership. For some observers of the UK local government scene, there exists the equal and opposite possibility of ‘weak’ elected local politicians who, in their disempowerment, become increasingly dependent on an increasingly important professional officer cadre, bringing the danger that managerialism takes over and authorities lose touch with the needs of communities (Broussine, 2001). The same principles apply to the relationships between civil servants and their political ‘masters’ – listen to this cri de coeur from an American commentator (Shoop, 2004: 70):
It’s clear now that the chaos in Iraq could have been at least mitigated if the political leaders in the Bush administration had listened to the civil servants who work for them. Instead, they consistently failed to heed the advice of people who have devoted their careers in government to analyzing situations like the one that unfolded in Iraq and giving leaders the information they need to make informed decisions.
In the American context, the tension between administration and politics is not limited to the presidential level. At the state and local levels this tension between administrative and elected spheres plays out in countless ways. No one approach to structuring the relationship guarantees invariable success. Rather, individual leadership skills, on both sides, often explain the success in balancing the inherent tension between politicians and administrators.
UK research suggests that the local authority chief executive’s capacity to work with the political dimension demands the most emotional energy and ability, and presents the greatest degree of paradox, ambiguity and risk. Chief executives seek to manage the relationship with their elected members in a range of ways, including (Broussine, 2000: 502–503):
· knowing where their role ends and that of politicians starts;
· mixing one’s own ideas with political reality;
· balancing what is ‘rational’ and what is ‘political’;
· turning members’ ideas into something realizable;
· facilitating elected members’ understanding of the needs of communities;
· asking politicians to look ahead and decide what they want to achieve;
· dealing with elected members’ changing expectations;
· maintaining an appropriate relationship with the Leader of the Council;
· building relationships and trust;
· spotting potential political trouble by working informally with members.
A visit to practically any local authority, or a candid discussion with a senior civil servant, will reveal that this form of boundary working requires a great deal of sensitivity and skill. Greenwood (2000: 65) reported how both Tony Benn and Margaret Thatcher – coming from completely opposite ends of the political spectrum – used to complain about civil servants imposing their wills on ministers. Tony Benn saw the civil service as part of the ‘establishment’ (e.g. traditionally from British private schools), while Margaret Thatcher regarded civil servants as too wedded to ‘big government’.
This boundary working, or relationship handling, has its comedic side – the BBC TV series Yes Minister is required viewing for the student of public leadership – but the intersection between political and organizational leadership brings both stress and competitiveness to key players on both sides of the political/managerial divide.
The effective and smooth running of public services can be characterized by key organizational and political leaders playing their respective roles in a situation of mutually understood interdependence, each acknowledging the other’s legitimacy. Broadly, political leaders need to be able to exercise political judgement in developing policy and strategy, while organizational leaders have to be able to lead, manage and develop the organization’s effectiveness in the pursuit of its goals. The idea that there can be a collaborative model of political and organizational leadership may come as a surprise to some who works in the public services, but Case example 20.2 shows that this is not just a theoretical possibility.
Key learning for public leaders
We arrive finally at the question of what leaders need to learn if they are to be effective. Given the complexities of public leadership, our contention is that leadership and learning go together. This approach suggests that leaders derive their effectiveness from their ability to learn and to develop the organization’s capacity to learn.
This view is not often mirrored in practice. Leaders are often set up, or set themselves up, as people with all the answers. Their followers become highly dependent and wish to hear the ‘path to the future’ articulated with confidence and eloquence. Such leaders present themselves as leaders who can ‘take a grip’ and, consequently, may mask uncertainty and fallibility.
Case example 20.2 How good officer/member relations sustained culture change in St Helens Metropolitan Borough Council
St Helens was one of five case study local authorities that participated in a study of exemplary practice in developing gender equal cultures (Fox and Broussine, 2005). The importance of leadership was emphasized time and again in interviews and focus groups with elected members, the Chief Executive, managers and front-line staff. One of the factors that was felt to be important was the appointment of a woman Chief Executive some 12 years before the study. However, what was notable in addition was the sense of collaboration and empathy that pervaded the organization, which respondents attributed to good relations between top managers and councillors. The consistency with which the group of organizational leaders – the Chief Executive and Leader of the Council, Corporate Management Team members (male and female) and elected members – espouse and enact values supporting equality and performance sent powerful explicit and subliminal messages through the organization and in its dealings with groups and organizations in the community:
Leaders – the Chief Executive and the Leader of the Council – provide strong models. They call people by their first names.
(Female middle manager)
There is lots of communication in the authority including from the Leader and the Chief Executive who get themselves around the place including talking to front-line staff.
(Male senior manager)
There’s a good officer/member relationship here – we need each other to do our jobs. The member training includes equalities. There are some from the ‘old school’, but you can be challenging of them. Members recognise people; on the whole they’re extremely supportive and appreciate staff. The female Leader is very approachable, and praises the team.
(Female middle manager)
Box 20.11 Leadership is …
… sometimes about stepping out in front of the crowd offering a vision to follow. More often it’s about carving out and holding open a space for the ideas and expertise of others to grow and take shape. This is the challenge – leadership is about making a space for the leadership of others to come through.
(Liz Kidd, former Planning and Development Manager, Children and Families Division, Wiltshire County Council)
In such situations leadership is the antithesis of learning. Indeed admission of a need to learn may threaten the image of certainty and security offered by these leaders.
An alternative view holds that uncertainty pervades any complex human system. Leaders need to acknowledge this and to engage with uncertainty in positive and resilient ways. The ability to learn is a vital tool in the context of change and uncertainty (Vaill, 1999). Of course, this view of leadership differs considerably from that of the charismatic decision-maker. So what capacities do today’s public leaders need to learn in practice? They need the capacities to:
· thrive in conditions of ambiguity and uncertainty;
· recognize the impossibility of omniscience;
· maintain personal perspective and self-knowledge;
· critically reflect – to ask oneself continuously whether current ways of leading need changing according to new circumstances;
· develop leadership throughout the organization and in the community;
· watch out for ‘dependency cultures’;
· recognize that leadership and learning go together.
Broussine and Ahmad (2013: 3) suggest
that it is now especially important for public leaders to move beyond acting as ‘reflective’ practitioners (though this remains essential), to embody ‘reflexive’ practice, that is to say to consciously work out their relation to other individuals (employees, service users and citizens), to critically engage with questions of what their role is in a complex and diverse society and to encourage and support those they manage/lead to act in more critical and ethical ways.
The combined skills of reflection (to advance personal leadership learning) and of reflexivity (to increase learning in relationship to others) can help leaders to advance their understanding and practice of leadership. As public services continue to change rapidly, organizational leaders need increasingly to have self-knowledge, inner confidence and a ‘good enough’ sense of identity. They need to be able to think … but also to move from analysis to action.
Summary
We need to look critically at some of the assumptions and language about leadership. Leadership is not just the property of one person. Leadership can be found at all levels of the organization, as well as outside the organization in the community. It is carried out by teams and committees. The distinction between management and leadership clarifies the varied skills needed to accomplish different organizational goals.
Public leadership occurs in the turbulent, challenging and complex political environment at the heart of governance. Leaders need to account for the different bases of power, both visible and invisible, at different levels of the hierarchy. In addition, challenges that cross political and organizational boundaries to address intractable societal problems need a view of leadership that goes beyond formal authority and hierarchy. However, classical, orthodox and ‘male’ views of leadership – especially ‘command-and-control’ – prevail in the public services when the challenges can be better met by developing strategy from the bottom up, not relying too heavily on formal authority or models of top-down leadership.
More inclusive views of leadership need to be developed in the public services. There is growing recognition that, in a complex and changing system, we need to see leadership and learning as simultaneous activities. The ambiguity and complexity inherent in a range of public sector challenges are better served by leaders being seen as ‘inquirers’: developing the right questions, facilitating civic and stakeholder engagement. Inquiry invites dialogue that in turn invites engagement and collaborative problem-solving. In a very real sense, leadership can be viewed as the mobilization of stakeholders – inside and outside public organizations, including their financial and people resources, with particular emphasis on their expertise and ‘everyday’ knowledge and their willingness to cooperate to solve interconnected problems that create new possibilities in their lives, in their organizations and in the communities they serve.
Questions for review and discussion
1. Explain the limits of the command-and-control approaches to leadership. Why does this approach remain influential in some public agencies in the twenty-first century?
2. How can leaders lead when they don’t know everything that’s going to happen?
3. What leadership practices would you recommend to facilitate collaborative relationships between political and organizational leaders in central and local government?
4. Identify a significant ‘wicked problem’ that public leaders need to address. If you were in a leadership position, how would you approach that problem?
Reader exercises
1. Interview two organizational leaders, one in the private sector and one in the public sector.
You might ask them:
· Do you see yourself as a leader or as a manager?
· How would you describe the responsibility of being a leader?
· What do people expect of you as leader?
2. Pick out two of the boxed Leadership is … quotes that seem to contrast with each other in some way. What are the assumptions and values about leadership in each quote? What are the differences?
3. Explore the UK statistics on female representation in leadership of public sector organizations at www.equalityhumanrights.com. What are the statistics for your particular public service organization and in your country?
Small group exercise
Work as a team with three other students in this task:
1. Research sources in the library or Internet to find a 2010 or later article or paper reporting research on public leaders responding to new challenges.
2. Write and present a summary of this research to your colleagues, including what you have learned about teamwork and your own leadership approach in this exercise.
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