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AMDS 8512 – Classical and Emerging Paradigms of Leadership 

Abstract - Breadth 

 

The breadth component outlines the core principles of leadership and leadership 

development, defining several disciplinary models present in the field and literature.  After 

discussing some history and field origins, different perspectives on leadership from the older 

individual trait-based up to and including more complicated models involving situational 

management and contingency are discussed.  The component closes by exploring more recent 

integrative models, and introducing the concept of systems theory as applied to leadership. 
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Advanced KAM 5:  Leadership Development 

AMDS 8522 – Current Research on Leadership Development 

Abstract - Depth 

 

The depth component highlights several conceptual problems in the field of leadership 

studies before expanding on the systems model introduced in the breadth component.  The idea 

of emergence of leadership across and within an organization as a self-organizing response to 

complexity within the organization is explored and offered as a view that helps resolve many of 

the conceptual problems facing the field.  The component closes with an overview of leadership 

in the quality management field, and introduces the Baldrige Award criteria used to model 

leadership in many organizations in the United States. 
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AMDS 8532 - Professional Practice – Application of a Theory of Leadership Development 

Abstract - Application 

 

The application component develops a set of interpretive prompts for evaluating an 

organizational leadership model, each of three parts an expansion of traditional criteria often 

associated with leadership and quality in the Baldrige quality program.  These prompts are then 

used to conduct a content analysis of the winning Baldrige award applications of Motorola and 

Ritz-Carlton.  The component closes by discussing findings, limitations of the study grounded in 

the KAM process, and suggestions for further study. 
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Learning Agreement  

Advanced KAM 5: Leadership Development 

Introduction 

This Learning Agreement for Advanced KAM 5, Leadership Development, describes my 

plan of study for the AMDS knowledge area on leadership development in which I hope to better 

understand the emergence and development of leadership as a specialized area of practice and 

study, in particular focusing on the thread formed by the integration of leadership and 

management concepts.  At times, leadership has been discussed and seen as a subset of 

management, and at other times as the reverse, as a super-discipline over and above 

management.   

The story of leadership also entails its relationship to organizational structure; whether 

leadership is seen as a top-down model across an organization, or as a bottom-up grass-roots 

empowerment where any member of an organization can emerge as leader.  This will be 

explored with a particular focus on the emergence of leadership in the quality management 

arena.  I’ve chosen such a focus particularly because of the cross-functional and cross-

organizational nature of the quality management discipline in most organizations; where 

expertise and insight do not necessarily align with management or organizational structures.  It is 

in these areas that emergence of leadership can be expected to diverge from traditional 

management paths. 

Overall Purpose 

The overall purpose of this KAM are: 

1.  To compare and contrast the variety of theoretical areas associated with leadership 

development in order to identify a framework for analyzing cross-disciplinary issues related to 

leadership in organizations. (Breadth) 
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2.  To explore and discuss the implications of this framework for developing a model for 

analyzing and understanding the development of leaders in the areas of organizational quality 

and quality management within and across organizations.  (Depth) 

3.  To apply the resulting model to analyzing the Leadership Category criteria for the 

Baldrige National Quality Award (National Institutes of Standards and Technology, 2004); 

defining an instrument, and set of instructional guidelines, for an organization to use when 

completing their Baldrige application.  (Application) 

AMDS 8512 – Classical and Emerging Paradigms of Leadership 

In the breadth component of this KAM, I will explore the large variety of theories that 

deal with leadership development.  I’m interested in how different aspects of the history and 

development of leadership inhibit or support other aspects of leadership development; a kind of 

systems theory of leadership.  By exploring leadership as a systems phenomena, I will explore, 

and then isolate, aspects of leadership emergence outside of an organization’s traditional 

management structure that can be used to understand the emergence of less traditional leaders 

across organizations.  This detail thread will be explored in detail in the depth component as it 

informs a discussion of leadership in the quality management arena. 

Specific breadth objectives are:  

1.  To explore and categorize the various theories for understanding leadership 

emergence and development described in the literature. 

2.  To compare and contrast these theories to develop a framework that integrates 

common or shared themes that are impacted by more than one of these theoretical areas. 

3.  To identify components of this framework that emphasize non-traditional leadership 

development generally, and leadership emergence specifically, to define a set of working 
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propositions that can be compared and contrasted to the annotated literature review materials 

reviewed in the depth component. 

Reference Materials 

The reference materials for this breadth component include several of the comprehensive 

survey works such as Bass (1990) and Northouse (1997); historical works that lay the 

groundwork for thinking about leadership, such as Cawthon (2001), Wren (1995), and 

Williamson (1986); as well as recent works that describe the relationships between leadership 

and management, such as Fuller (2001), Sodor (2001), and McCauley, Moxley, and Van Velsor 

(1998).  Additional resources are included in the Bibliography. 

Learning Demonstration 

The result of this analysis will be a written position paper, of not less than 30 pages, that 

introduces the major categories of leadership theory before comparing and cross-classifying 

aspects of each theoretical area for the purpose of identifying threads of support or inhibition that 

cross theoretical boundaries and constructs.  The conclusion will emphasize the systemic nature 

of leadership and its relationships to other organizational roles, both formal and emergent.   

AMDS 8522 – Current Research on Leadership Development 

In the depth component of this KAM, I will further explore the principles and aspects of 

emergent leadership introduced in the breadth component, particularly focusing on the emergent 

role of leaders in business organizations.   I am particularly interested in reviewing the quality 

management disciplines, beginning with early ad hoc quality programs, through the years in 

which Total Quality Management (TQM) was popular, and up through the more recent popular 

Six Sigma quality programs.  Quality initiatives have often been spearheaded by individuals 

outside of traditional management structures and, in organizations that have been successful, 
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these individuals have often emerged as organizational and industry leaders.  I am interested in 

how a systems theory of leadership will inform an analysis of this leadership emergence. 

Specific depth objectives are:  

1.  To explore and contrast the different theories of modern leadership that describe 

leaders as emerging and thriving outside of traditional organizational or management structures. 

2.  To evaluate the extent to which various key elements of the leadership framework 

developed in the breath component can be used to map aspects of such emergence to individuals 

and groups within professional disciplines such as quality management. 

3.  To analyze and synthesize the resulting mapping to create a thought process for 

analyzing and defining the role of leadership emergence in understanding the role of non-

traditional leaders in the management professions related to quality. 

Reference Materials 

The reference materials for this breadth component include materials that describe the 

creative and emergent ways that leadership has come to be seen in the business community.  

Examples include Lord and Brown (2004); Pearce and Cooper (2003); Sjöstrand, Sandberg, and 

Tyrstrup (2001); Cooper (2002); Kotter (1990); Kouzes and Posner (1987); and Hesselbein, 

Goldsmith, and Beckhard (1996). Additional resources are included in the Bibliography. 

Learning Demonstration 

The result of this analysis will be a written position paper, of not less than 30 pages, 

representing a synthesis of my focused readings and research of the above general materials; 

supported by an annotated bibliography of at least 15 peer-reviewed articles from the leadership-

related literature within the past 3-5 years.  There is a continuing rich and diverse literature base 

in this area that has grown extensively over the past decade. 
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AMDS 8532 - Professional Practice – Application of a Theory of Leadership Development 

In the application component of this KAM, I will apply the principles of leadership 

development in the quality management arena to attempts to measure leadership support and 

interaction with other quality management issues and concerns.  In particular, the Baldrige 

National Quality Award (National Institutes of Standards and Technology, 2004) in the United 

States treats leadership as one of seven systemic categories that drive quality management 

practices in an organization.  The award application process requires organizations to define key 

elements of their leadership models, and to juxtapose those elements against other factors 

described by the six non-leadership categories.   

The detail perspectives developed in the breadth and depth components of this KAM can 

inform an attempt to systematically predict and analyze the types of responses one can expect to 

see in application responses to this award category.  This analysis will be used to create 

instruments that might guide organizations toward more effective and complete application 

responses.     

Specific application objectives are:  

1.  To describe and analyze the criteria for understanding leadership embodied in the 

Leadership Category (Category 1) of the Baldrige National Quality Award by identifying and 

comparing elements of those criteria with the definition and model of leadership in the quality 

management arena developed in the depth component. 

2.  To define and describe an instrument (i.e. set of checklists and/or worksheets) that 

organizations can use to self-assess responses to the award criteria in order to correct possible 

response omissions and to identify opportunities to respond more thoroughly. 
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3.  To pilot and evaluate the effectiveness of this instrument against a set of 

organizational responses to the Baldrige criteria; one drawn from an actual client application 

process, and another from an award application package available for review in the literature. 

Reference Materials 

The reference materials for this application component include numerous background 

and descriptive sources related to the Baldrige award criteria, as well as qualitative 

methodological materials related to piloting the developed instruments in my client organization.  

This piloting will most likely entail a small action research project; as described in Bruce and 

Wyman (1998), or Kemmis and McTaggart (2000).  Additional resources are included in the 

Bibliography. 

Learning Demonstration 

The result of this application component will be an explanatory essay of 25 pages for the 

analyzed two award application scenarios.  The essay will describe the development and content 

of the analysis instruments following the criteria laid out in the depth component.  It will then 

briefly define and describe the organizations, their quality programs that led to their use of the 

award criteria, before concentrating on my analysis of how and where their application responses 

matched the criteria for leadership identified in the breadth component and detailed in the depth 

component.  In particular, any gaps will be identified and discussed, with further references to 

the leadership literature while discussing why these two organizations either do, or do not, 

conform to the leadership systems framework explored in this KAM. 
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Self-Evaluation: Knowledge Area Modules (KAMs) 

 

Student Name:  Richard E. Biehl  Date:  May 2004 

KAM: #5 Title: Leadership Development 

 

1. What knowledge/experience did you bring to this KAM? How did you 

capitalize/expand on this base?  

As a management consultant specializing in quality management, I have had considerable 

exposure to leadership concepts and materials over the course of my engagements, however this 

experience and knowledge were mostly anecdotal and personal observation.  However, my 

experience in helping clients apply for Baldrige awards has exposed me to the leadership 

concepts of that Award’s criteria, and I used that as a starting point for this KAM. 

 

2. Describe the quality of the Breadth section in the light of the intellectual and 

communication skills demonstrated in this KAM.  

The breadth section was a real exploration for me.  The earlier models I present in the 

breadth component largely correspond to the ad hoc knowledge that I already had, and thought 

was well grounded.  However, as I read more materials, I quickly saw how inadequate that early 

material was, and how powerful the more recent models on contingency and implicit leadership 

were.  Particularly interesting for me, was how a shift toward a systems theory view of 

leadership actually brought back the necessity for the earlier traditional models.  The individual 

leader plays a specific role in the emergence of organizational leadership in ways that requires a 

synergy between the old and new theories. I think I’ve captured that cyclical nature of leadership 

in the breadth component. 
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3. In the Depth section, what key ideas/concepts most engaged your thinking and 

imagination relative to your area of study?  

I was fascinated by the emergence ideas, and my excitement originated mostly during my 

reading of Wheatley (1999).  As an information technology systems analyst, I was particularly 

interested in understanding leadership as a systems interaction effect.  This concept alone tied 

this KAM to my professional practice more than the nominal connection to the quality ward 

criteria I was exploring.  It also resonated against some of the systems theory work I did back in 

KAM 3.  I think my work on that earlier KAM is what made me so receptive to the concept here. 

 

4. Expound on the most meaningful theoretical construct studied and applied to your 

professional setting in the Application section. What can you do differently/better as a result of 

this KAM?  

I was most interested in the emergence of organized behaviors around a strange attractor 

embodied in an organization’s vision.  As a quality practitioner, I have always preached the 

value of defining one’s organizational vision and mission; but I’ve never really appreciated why 

it so important prior to this KAM.  Also, when I discussed quality management and statistical 

control in the depth component, the entire statistical foundation for understanding organization 

behavior became real for me in ways completely different than my 26 years of experience in the 

field would predict.  I’ll now team these concepts in new and expanded ways in my client 

engagements.  I’m very excited about it. 
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5. Briefly describe the most important Social Issue covered in this KAM. 

Quality management as a discipline has been criticized over the past few decades as a 

fad-driven discipline.  This KAM has showed me that there are grounded theories that underlie 

the foundations of quality that are just becoming visible in the organizational development field.  

To the extent that these grounding theories become better understood, and actually impact the 

implementation of programs in organizations; all organizational stakeholders will benefit.  With 

a renewed understanding of how organizational dynamics influence leadership, and so quality of 

organizational life, new opportunities open up for making organizations better and more 

effective to the benefit of the organizations and all of the humans who make them up./ 
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Chapter 1  

Introduction 

Overview 

This Advanced KAM 5, Leadership Development, explores leadership development, 

seeking to better understand the emergence and development of leadership as a specialized area 

of practice and study, in particular focusing on the thread formed by the integration of leadership 

and management concepts.  At times, leadership has been discussed as a subset of management, 

and at other times as the reverse, as a super-discipline over and above management.  A study of 

leadership reveals that both management and leadership play a role in organizational execution, 

and that those roles often coincide.   

The story of leadership also entails its relationship to organizational structure; whether 

leadership is seen as a top-down model across an organization, or as a bottom-up grass-roots 

empowerment where any member of an organization can emerge as leader.  This KAM seeks a 

particular focus on the emergence of leadership outside of the traditional positional models of 

organizational management, particularly in the quality management profession and arena.  The 

cross-functional and cross-organizational nature of the quality management discipline in most 

organizations; where expertise and insight do not necessarily align with management or 

organizational structures, seems an excellent place to observe important characteristics of 

organizational leadership.   It is in just these areas that leadership in its emergent forms can be 

expected to diverge from traditional management paths. 
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Overall Purpose 

The overall purposes of this KAM are: 

1.  To compare and contrast the variety of theoretical areas associated with leadership 

development in order to identify a framework for analyzing cross-disciplinary issues related to 

leadership in organizations. (Breadth) 

2.  To explore and discuss the implications of this framework for developing a model for 

analyzing and understanding the development of leaders in the areas of organizational quality 

and quality management within and across organizations.  (Depth) 

3.  To apply the resulting model to analyzing the Leadership Category criteria for the 

Baldrige National Quality Award (National Institutes of Standards and Technology, 2004); 

defining an instrument, and set of instructional guidelines, for an organization to use when 

completing their Baldrige application.  (Application) 

Breadth Objectives 

This KAM breadth component explores the large taxonomy of theories that deal with 

leadership development.  It looks at how different aspects of the history and development of 

leadership inhibit or support other aspects of leadership development; a kind of systems theory 

of leadership.  By exploring leadership as a phenomenon of systems thinking, it explores aspects 

of leadership emergence outside of an organization’s traditional management structure that can 

be used to understand the emergence of less traditional leaders across organizations.  This thread 

begins here in the breadth component with an introduction to leadership from a systems 

perspective, and then is explored in further detail in the depth component as it informs a 

discussion of leadership in the quality management arena. 

Specific breadth objectives are:  

2 
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1.  To explore and categorize the various theories for understanding leadership 

emergence and development described in the literature. 

2.  To compare and contrast these theories to develop a framework that integrates 

together common or shared themes that are impacted by more than one of these theoretical areas. 

3.  To identify components of this framework that emphasize non-traditional leadership 

development generally, and leadership emergence specifically, to define a set of working 

propositions that can be compared and contrasted to the annotated literature review materials 

reviewed in the depth component. 

Theoretical Foundations 

Much of the recent interest and literature on leadership centers on organizations and 

organizational theory.  Bennis (1966) defines leadership effectiveness as determined by the 

ability of leadership to mediate between individual and organizational satisfaction. (p. 66)  The 

focus of leadership need not be an institutional organization, although the literature tends to 

emphasize such organizations, whether in the private or public sectors.  Bennis generalizes the 

object of leadership as the “supra-individual entity.” (p. 65)  The range of supra-individuals to 

which these discussions can apply has expanded over the years in the literature, and will be 

further introduced in the discussion of systems theory below, and explored deeper in the depth 

component of this KAM. 

Bennis describes two foundational disciplines for a discussion of leadership: 1) Scientific 

Management, as exemplified by Weber and Taylor from 1910 to 1935, and 2) Human Relations 

(as exemplified by Mayo, Lewin, and Moreno from 1938 to 1950). 

3 
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Scientific Management 

A scientific management view of organizations tends to see them without regard to the 

people in them, those people making up parts of the machinery of the organization if they are 

seen at all.  This view puts individuals into roles, in which they are expected to perform 

procedures that have been defined and segmented rationally without introducing subjective 

judgments or passions.  This is the formal logical view of Weber’s bureaucracy, the abstract and 

depersonalized mediation between objective actions and subjective actors.  Fredrick Taylor 

added precise measurement as an additional dimensions to Weber, imposing impersonal 

rationality via data. 

The scientific management view, according to Bennis, sees organizations as predictable 

machines.  It views people as unpredictable and unstable.  By building precise procedures to be 

followed, the system could scientifically convert people from active unstable individuals into 

passive inert instruments to be wielded in whatever way necessary by the organization.  The 

individual-organization dyad is defined as intended for the benefit of the organization. (p. 66)  

The concept of win-win was in the future. 

Human Relations 

In the human relations view, Bennis describes people as existing within organizations.  

As a less deterministic model, organizational theories based on the human relations model 

usually included the need to manage any unintended consequences of individual actions in 

organizations.  The formal organization chart of the scientific model became supplemented, but 

not replaced, by the informal interpersonal connections throughout the organization; the culture.  

Motivation theory needed to merge with organization theory in order to understand and predict 

the behavior of organizations.  This integration built on the idea, still debated, that organizations 

4 
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could be made more successful by addressing certain social and psychological needs of the 

individuals within the organization.  The model was not unscientific, just more complex than the 

simpler and narrower scientific management. 

Bennis describes the human relations perspective as having affiliation as a dominant need 

(attributed to Mayo), using participatory decision-making (Lewin), emphasizing positive feelings 

among members (Moreno), and moving from understanding and empathy toward self-

actualization (Rogers). (p. 68-69) Where the scientific view drew a picture of the ongoing 

conflict between individual and organization, the human relations model doesn’t describe a 

conflict, instead emphasizing the synergy of the two perspectives.  Individuals meet social and 

psychological needs while organizations achieve effectiveness and productivity.  The leader 

serves as facilitator, help both individuals and the organization toward goal achievement. 

Hybrid Models 

Bennis goes on to describe a variety of perspectives – that he calls revisionist – that 

attempted to bridge perceived gaps between the scientific and human relations models after 

1950.  These areas attempt to lesson the perceived impacts of the irrational human factors 

approach, without reverting completely to the impersonal scientific approach.  As a precursor to 

much of the more recent literature on leadership and organizations, these discussions tend to 

bring out an emphasis on group purpose and goals. (p. 69)  To the extent that organizational 

purpose becomes an abstraction for personal aspirations, such purpose can be incorporated into 

the scientifically oriented procedures. (p. 71)   

Leadership then helps mediate between differences in organizational purpose and 

individual aspiration, still viewed as a potential conflict, yet closer in form than bureaucratic 

procedures and subjective emotions.   Defining leadership entails delineating this mediative role, 

5 



Advanced KAM 5 – Breadth     

with an exact or operational definition depending upon the perspective taken on the broader 

scientific versus human relations view of what is being mediated.  The definitions will vary, but 

they will not wander very far from this objective-task versus subjective-individual dichotomy. 

6 



 

Chapter 2  

Leadership Explored 

Overview 

Downton (1973) describes leadership as an analytic construct that has been evolving over 

time to identify a set of variables that seem to cluster together in relation to individuals and 

group dynamics.  As such, he argues that the construct is not amenable to strict definition.   He 

argues that any definition will remain an implicit picture of the structural-functionalist model 

identified with the construct.   He’s saying that as a social construct, leadership can’t be readily 

defined, only explored.  Each use of the term needs to be operationalized within the setting in 

which it is being used. 

Historical Perspective 

Cawthon (2002) offers a historical perspective on leadership that begins with Plato’s 

Republic.   Plato’s leadership model included the traits of being appetitive, spirited, and rational.  

Such traits were embodied in the Philosopher King, who would provide vision and 

understanding for his followers.  Not everyone would be called to lead, but those that were 

would be focused on the good of their followers.  Such idealism gave way to the realism of 

Aristotle in the Nicomachean Ethics where the leader had the right to exact an obedience from 

others so long as such leadership was free from the tyranny of passion.  Cawthon describes 

Aristotle’s golden mean whereby balance is obtained through the temperance of passions.   

Leadership was the dyad of two types of human beings; those who were virtuous and rational 

leading those subject to passion and whim.  Aristotle’s model was elitist by modern values, but 

focused on the ultimate good just as Plato’s model had been. 
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The Oxford English Dictionary (Simpson & Weiner, 1989) lists the first usage of the 

term leadership in English as occurring in 1821 in a political context.  An individual is described 

in a correspondence as having resigned the leadership of the opposition party.  Such usage is 

difficult to separate from a simple hierarchical headship, and so doesn’t necessarily represent 

leadership in the sense described in this KAM.  By 1859 there are references much more in line 

with non-hierarchical usages of the term, including the Tatars being led by their khan, and the 

leadership of the House being guided by a majority or opposition. (p. 750)  The usage of leader 

in English dates back considerably farther, as far back as 1300.  Such usage typically 

incorporated the concept of follower as an opposing part of the definition, and the illustrating 

examples in OED tend to highlight individual traits.  The trait-vs-process debate seemed implicit 

in the use of these terms throughout their 700 year history.  The debate has only become explicit 

in recent decades.  

Definition Attempts 

No single definition of leadership dominates the literature on the subject, although a clear 

pattern emerges as one reads the various writings of the past fifty years.  Such emergence 

follows the pattern of many social constructs, from a focus on individual action in the early 

years, through a functionalist process phase in the mid-period, to a more relational post-modern 

view typically held today.  The earlier views that focused exclusively on the individual, 

exemplified in the trait models discussed below, weren’t wrong; they simply focused on the 

central characteristics that were the focus of social analysis in the period.  The theories of 

leadership have improved along with the general broadening of the perspective of social theory 

in recent decades. 
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For example, Barnard (1948) referred to leadership as “the quality of behavior of 

individuals whereby they guide people or their activities in organized effect.” (p. 91) He 

oversimplified his discussion using the triad of individual, follower, and conditions in which 

they interact; and then focused almost exclusively on the role and activities of the individual as 

leader.   He was addressing leadership during an early period where leadership needed to be 

defined for the reader.  His focus included active personality traits, including vitality, endurance, 

decisiveness, persuasiveness, responsibility, and intellectual capacity; describing intellect as a 

capacity that was being given too much weight in contemporary analysis. (p. 102)   

One of Barnard’s central problems was differentiating leadership from simple 

preeminence when the term was typically used in the latter sense. (p. 89-90)  It was in this 

discussion that his focus on traits gave way to an early version of the process view of leadership 

that would dominate coming decades.  He described leadership as the determination of 

objectives, the manipulation of the means with which those objectives were pursued, the 

“instrumentality of action” with which those means were empowered, and the coordination of 

the actions required to actual obtain the objectives through the means using the instruments. 

(p. 92-94) 

Northouse (1997) offers a working definition of leadership as “a process whereby an 

individual influences a group of individuals to achieve a common goal.” (p. 3)  Central to his 

analysis are that leadership is process-focused, involves exerting influence in some form, occurs 

within a group context, and involves attaining one or more goals.   These distinctions are 

important because Northouse actively avoids describing leadership as a trait or characteristic of 

some leader.   Leadership, for him, is a transactional event between the leader and one or more 
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followers.  As an interactive event, he hints at a systems thinking approach when he asserts that 

such transactional interactions need not be linear. (p. 3) 

Bass (1990) offers another interaction-oriented definition that emphasizes the affects of 

leadership over the role of individuals as leaders: 

Leadership is an interaction between two or more members of a group that often involves 

a structuring or restructuring of the situation and the perceptions and expectations of the 

members.   Leaders are agents of change – persons whose acts affect other people more 

than other people’s acts affect them.  Leadership occurs when one group member 

modifies the motivation or competencies of others in the group. (p. 19-20) 

While the definitions vary across time and discipline, the continuity of always falling 

within the continuum represented between the scientific management and human relations 

foundations, along with the trend away from the leader as a set of traits and toward an interaction 

or relationship seems consistent.   

Leadership Origins 

Primitive societies in which there are no large institutional organizations, both 

contemporary and historical, can serve as models for understanding the emergence of leadership 

(Diamond, 1974).  Such primitive societies allocate leadership roles in communal ways, usually 

without regard to political or secular power networks.  Diamond describes two dominant forms 

of leadership: a) situational, and b) generalized rank.  Neither leadership form requires coercive 

power or institutional position. (p. 135)  

With situational leadership, individuals step into leadership roles based on their 

perceived skills in specific contexts.  Such leadership is typically limited in time to the duration 

of the problem to be solves or situation handled.  The choice of leader is based on capacity to 
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fulfill the job, competence.  Being a leader at one time doesn’t necessarily carry over into any 

other leadership roles or duties.  Leadership based on generalized rank describes an automatic 

accrual of leadership position on anyone who meets certain conditions.  Leadership can be 

unqualified (e.g. reaching a specific age) or qualified (e.g. participating in certain experiences).   

This primitive association of leadership with constantly shifting situational and 

expanding automatic roles would tend to reduce the frequency with which broad social hostility 

would arise.  The breadth and opportunity for leadership service at various times would reduce 

the alienation that develops in modern organizations here leadership is often perceived as 

arbitrary and externally imposed.  “Primitive systems don’t squander their substance by 

inequalities woven into the social fabric.” (p. 136)  Such leadership was highly democratic, 

though not necessarily egalitarian.  Equality typically wouldn’t have been considered as part of 

personal identify in primitive life where survival was at greater risk than today.  Leadership was 

simply reasonably distributed and practiced among the group.      

Because leadership was not a scarce commodity under situational and generalized 

scenarios, accruing to many individuals over time, such leadership often would have needed to 

become hierarchical to manage the leadership of the growing leadership.  It is this hierarchy of 

leadership that lays the primitive foundations for our modern conceptions of leadership in 

organizations, or management. 

Leadership vs. Management 

Leadership is not management, and management is not leadership; although teasing apart 

these two distinctions from what organizational leaders actual do has remained problematic in an 

analysis of leadership.  Kotter (1990) highlighted differences between management and 

leadership (Table 1) that focus leadership attention on vision, alignment, and motivation; 
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characteristics commonly associated with leadership.  Kotter sees a clear distinction between 

management and leadership, even though both roles are often seen to be played by the same 

people. 

 

Table 1 – Management vs. Leadership (Kotter, 1990) 

Management Leadership 

Produces order and consistency Produces change and movement 

Planning / budgeting Vision building / strategizing 

Organizing / staffing Aligning people / communicating 

Controlling / problem-solving Motivating / inspiring 
(Kotter, 1990, p. 3-8) 

 

Yukl (1994), on the other hand, sees leadership in the context of management.  His 

practice dimensions seem to completely overlap Kotter’s distinctions (Table 2).  It isn’t simply a 

matter of delineating Yukl’s management practices across Kotter’s two categories.  Upon 

inspection, one can see a Kotter’s management and leadership distinction within each category, 

some stronger than others, making leadership and management difficult to tease apart. 
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Table 2 – Managerial Practices (Yukl, 1994) 

Practice Dimensions 

Planning and organizing 

Problem-solving 

Clarifying roles and objectives 

Informing 

Monitoring 

Motivating and inspiring 

Consulting 

Delegating 

Supporting 

Developing and mentoring 

Managing conflict and team building 

Networking 

Recognizing 

Rewarding 
(Yukl, 1994, p. 69) 

 

The distinction to be drawn appears to emphasize whether or not leadership emerges or is 

is imposed from within. Bass (1990) draws a distinction between leadership and headship, the 

former being accorded by the group, and the latter imposed upon the group. (p. 19)  This KAM is 

particularly focused on the natural emergence of leadership, independent of whether or not such 

leadership maps explicitly to the organization’s management hierarchy. 

Literature Review 

Stogdill and Bass (1981) surveyed published experiments in small group settings looking 

for patterns in leadership expectations and behaviors.  Their survey illustrates the consistency 

with which common themes have continually emerged in the literature on leadership over recent 

decades. 
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A study by Pigors in 1936 had found that leaders in group efforts tended to act in either a 

role of master, or a role of educator.  The context in which they mention the role of educator 

might be better described as facilitator today since it involved helping group members achieve 

success through their own efforts.   

Cattell and Stice, in 1954, had described four types of leaders: a) persistent momentary 

problem-solvers who steps into specific settings and problems, b) salient leaders who observers 

in the experimental settings had described as holding the most influence over the observed 

groups, sociometric leaders who were explicitly identified or nominated by their group peers, 

and elected leaders who were selected after being self or otherwise nominated to the position of 

leader. 

Benne and Sheats described interacting roles for the leader in 1948.  The group-task roles 

of initiator, gatekeeper, and summarizer constantly interacted with the group-builder role of 

harmonizer, supporter, and tension reliever.  This task versus people perspective would permeate 

much of the leadership literature up to this day.  By 1955, Bales and Slater were formalizing a 

functionalist perspective, defining the two major functions of leadership as enhancing the 

productivity of the group, and supporting socioemotional factors in group interaction.   Bales 

again emphasized the group-task versus group-builder roles in 1958. 

In 1949, Hemphill had intertwined these roles into a process flow where leaders could be 

characterized by the extent to which they support different steps in the process; from helping 

members set goals, to coordinating efforts to help them reach goals (i.e., group-tasking) while 

helping individuals fit into the group, and increasing the humanness of the group by expressing 

interests in the group as a set of individuals (i.e., group-building). 
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Levine was also defining charismatic, organizational, intellectual and informal leader 

types in 1949.   Charismatic leaders were those who helped rally group around common themes 

and ideas, often with dogmatic rigidity.  Organizational leaders tended to encourage people into 

organized action of themselves and their resources.  The intellectual leader was described as 

having an ability to attract people through ideas, and the informal leader could adapt skills to the 

style and needs of the group. 

From a different perspective in 1951, Clarke described popular leaders as wielding 

influence because of their own unique combination of traits and abilities, group leaders as being 

good at understanding the personality of members and helping them achieve satisfaction, and 

indigenous leaders as arising in specific situations where needed by the group. 

Hinting at a post-structuralist view of leadership in 1957,  Gatzels and Guba had 

described leadership as nomothetic or ideographic; the former referring to the defining of 

normatively suitable group actions, and the latter to the meeting of personal needs and 

dispositions of members.  They also described a synthetic view that allowed for the reconciling 

of the demand inferred by the other views.  Most researchers, reports Bass, were describing some 

form of task versus personal role for leadership, with most allowing for the third “other” branch 

of reconciling the first two.  Also in 1957, Cattell reiterated this dual-focused process view of 

leadership that included upholding status stratifications, maintaining task satisfactions, keeping 

ethical or normative satisfactions, selecting and clarifying goals, and finding and clarifying 

means of attaining those goals. 

A notable shift toward more systemic models was being described by the 1960s.  In 1961, 

Roby had described a functionalist view of leadership based on information loading.  The 

leadership function was to bring about increased congruence among group members regarding 
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the group’s goals (a negotiating process more than a process of dictating).   This required 

balancing the group’s available resources against the environmental demands experienced by the 

group.  Roby described the leader as providing group structure by focusing information 

effectively on solving whatever problem the group was addressing, making sure that all needed 

information flowed through the group to the individuals needing it. 

Also in 1961, Schutz was describing an interactive functionalist model of leadership that 

included: a) building a hierarchy of group goals and values, b) integrating the various styles of 

individuals who might be found in the group, c) maximizing the use of abilities found across 

those various individuals, and d) helping members solve problems or adapt to external 

contingencies while fulfilling their own personal needs.  While still carrying forward the earlier 

threads of task and people, these more recent models were incorporating a more systemic 

perspective that began to remove the leader from the central task.  The leader role was becoming 

more coordinative and specialized within the group.  By 1967, Bowers and Seashore had the 

leader outside of the productive stream of the group, concentrating on support of the members 

and an emphasis on goals; serving as facilitator of group interactions. 

Lieberman, Yalom, and Miles, in 1973, described leaders as charismatic energizers who 

stimulated the group, providers who focused on behaviors and caring, and social engineers who 

managed the group as a social system.  The purpose and activity of the group is not even 

mentioned in their description of leadership, supposedly built into the group dynamic rather than 

the leader role.  In 1976, Oliverson slightly echoed that approach with his four types of leaders, 

although the first of the four remained anchored in the task.  Oliverson saw leaders as technical, 

emphasizing cognitive and task aspects; charismatic, building the group around their own 
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impressive attributes; caring-interpersonal, emphasizing interpersonal relations; or peer-oriented, 

emphasizing personal relationships. 

 



 

Chapter 3  

Perspectives on Leadership 

Overview  

Different approaches to understanding leadership have been proposed and explored in the 

literature.  The history of these theories has been one of growth and evolution, each building 

upon the previous and adding additional information and insight.  This chapter follows the logic 

of that growth, from the simple popular view of leadership traits, through a variety of situational 

and contingent approaches that lead to an integrated view that sees leadership as an emergent 

functional system that exists and works because it successfully serves a function that groups 

need served in order to function and survive. 

Trait Leadership Approaches 

Northouse (1997) analyzed various trait-oriented leadership models to identify common 

themes among most of the variants, namely that a leader exhibits: a) intelligence, b) self-

confidence, c) determination, d) integrity, and e) sociability.  He describes strengths of the trait 

approach, including the fact that it is intuitively appealing, and has a grounding in the thought 

process of leadership that dates back more than a century.  As a model that highlights the leader 

specifically, it provides a benchmark for aspiring leaders, allowing correlation analyses between 

leaders and successful or unsuccessful situations in which they have led.  In this sense, traits are 

viewed as a relationship, or bridge, between the personality and skills of the individual, and the 

needed processes in the situation. 

Weaknesses of the trait approach center on the reality that nobody seems able to offer the 

definitive list of traits, and none of the trait models seem to apply independent of the situation in 

which those traits are applied.  Also, even where traits are seen to correlate strongly with 
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success, there still isn’t a causation model that explicitly ties successful traits with successful 

outcomes.   Indeed, Yukl (1994) points out that trait models are particularly poor at explaining 

delayed outcomes, where success follows leadership input after a considerable time delay.  

Yukl also argues that the trait model, through its underlying assumption that personal 

endowment explains leadership success, lacks attention to any intervening variables. (p. 12)  

Northouse agrees, arguing that there could be many mediating variables that are not taken into 

account in the trait theories, and even those traits that are included are often ranked or ordered 

subjectively based on the situation in which they were observed. 

The success in the trait approach in identifying characteristics that individuals can aspire 

to achieve or practice has made the trait model useful and applicable in many situations.  

Although many deeper models that incorporate both traits and other factors are available in the 

research, the popular literature still abounds with personal stories and biographies of perceived 

great leaders.  As such a model, the trait approach offers a simple and readily deployable 

mechanism for understanding leadership, and offering coaching or training to individuals in need 

of greater leadership skills. 

Style Leadership Approaches 

A style approach to leadership differs from the trait approaches in its focus on the 

behaviors or actions of leaders over their individual or personal traits.  Actions are typically seen 

as some combination of task-orientation or relationship-orientation, consistent with the historical 

perspectives on leadership outlined earlier.   

Yukl (1994) points out that while the style approaches look at what a leader or manager 

actually does, a key variable that influences style is power.  Power drives influence, which serves 

as a mediator between leader and followers.  Viewed as a unidirection flow of influence, then 
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leader act and followers react.  The amount and type of power will determine how and when it 

can be exercised, carrying particular weight in large organizational settings and formal 

leadership situations.  To the extent that power relations have evolved more recently into bi-

directional influences, Yukl might today place power as a factor in situation leadership (below) 

rather than among the style dimensions. 

Northouse (1997) outlines strengths of the style approach in shifting the exclusive 

emphasis of study away from the individual leader toward a more heuristic study of the system 

of interaction between leader and task, and leader and follower.  He sees the balance of these two 

perspectives as being the central strength of the approach. (p. 32)   Weaknesses include the fact 

that, as with the trait approach, there is no causative model that links styles with outcome 

success.  Also, there are no models that offer a universally applicable style; although the 

expectation that there should be one can be seen as a bias built into the paradigm that actually 

need not be true.  Also, notes Northouse, the implication that the two dimensions of task and 

relationship (exemplified in Blake and Morton’s Managerial Grid) should together be 

maximized (e.g. high-high) may also be indicative of an unnecessary bias. 

The style approaches expand the model to include more variables than the narrower trait 

model, and some combination is likely optimal; but neither resolve the differences of context in 

selecting leaders and leadership style. 

Situational Leadership Approaches 

Situational leadership approaches address that context.  These models look at leaders, not 

in isolation, but within the situations in which leadership is exercised.  Individuals leaders must 

adapt to the needs of the situations in which they find themselves, or organizations need to 

change leaders based on those needs if the leaders themselves are unwilling or unable to adapt. 
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As with style-based approaches, many situational model emphasize the two dimensions 

of task and relationship, or what Northouse (1997) describes as directive versus supportive 

dimensions.   Leadership demands will vary based on the situational demands along these two 

dimensions.   

In situations with a low need for directive or task support (e.g. tasks are simple or well 

defined) and low need for supportive or relationship support (e.g. activities done alone or among 

well-knit groups), the dominant leadership style is delegation.  As tasks become increasingly 

complex or abstract, leadership needs shift toward direction over delegation because of the 

increase demands of the task dimension.  If the group is less well-formed, perhaps even new to 

each other, the leadership style will include more coaching or other supportive activities.  As 

either of these dimensions varies, the demands on leadership will run the gamut through the 

various style approaches, with none being normative independent of the situation at hand.   

To the extent that the situational approaches demand flexibility on the part of the 

individual leader, this model also emphasizes those aspects of the trait approaches that looked at 

a leader’s capabilities and competencies.  In this way, the situational approach to leadership 

provides a synergy between the trait and style approaches.  It simply leaves open the fit between 

situation and individual leader. 

Contingency Leadership Approaches 

The contingency approaches to leadership look at this situational fit, trying to match the 

right leaders to the right situations.  The effectiveness of the leader is said to be contingent on the 

level of fit.   Variants on the contingency approach include the leader-match theory which looks 

at leader-member relationships, task structure, and the leader’s position power; the path-goal 

theory that emphasizes the relationship between leader style and the characteristics of the 
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followers in the situation; and expectancy theory, where follower motivation is seen as tied to 

their belief that following the leader in a situation will lead to successful outcomes.  (Northouse, 

1997, p. 86-88)  Note that each of these variants shift the approach from the simple situational 

approach to increasingly take into account the characteristics and motivation of the followers, 

with the expectancy version giving the most weight to such subjective factors. 

Integrative Leadership 

Chemers (1997) offers a theory of leadership that attempt to integrate many of the 

dimensions and aspects identified in earlier models.  He sees leadership as “a process of social 

influence” (p. 1) that integrates the though thoughts and emotions of individuals (intrapersonal 

factors); attraction, communication, and influence among groups of individuals (interpersonal 

factors); and the dynamics of the external environment in which they interact. 

Taking a highly functionalist perspective, his starting point is the interplay of what he 

sees as the two functions of organizations: internal maintenance and external adaptability.  

Internal maintenance involves standardizing activities so that a stable base of consistent 

operation results.  By making activities more routine over time, group integrity can be 

established and maintained.  Chemers’ key dimensions for internal maintenance include 

reliability, predictability, and accountability.  External adaptability centers on a groups ability to 

change in the face of new demands.  Key dimensions here include sensitivity, flexibility, and 

responsiveness.   

Chemers acknowledges that the perspectives of internal maintenance and external 

adaptability are basically aiming at opposite objectives, creating an organizational dynamic into 

which the functions of leadership play.  To Chemers, the role of leader in social groups has been 

established and evolved to deal with these issues.  Optimum leadership will balance these 

 



Advanced KAM 5 - Breadth  23 

factors, focusing primarily on the environmental drivers that indicate whether a stable or 

dynamic environment must be navigated.  In a stable and well-understood environment, the 

leadership role will concentrate on general guidance and motivation to produce.  In more 

dynamic environments, the role will emphasize problem-solving and innovation. 

Within this framework, Chemers sees the role of the leader emerging from the general 

functions of bestowed status in the social group.  As an emergent function of social interaction, 

leadership would be inevitable in any social situation complex enough to need these functions. 

(Table 3)  He views these as positive functions, and then goes on to discuss possible negative 

consequences. 

 

Table 3 – Five Leadership Purposes (Chemers, 1997) 

Purposes of leadership 

Elevation of competence 

Assignment of authority 

Distribution of rewards 

Modeling of normative expectancies 

Facilitate innovation 
(Chemers, 1997, p. 6-9) 

 

As social groups become complex beyond dyads or trivially small groupings, the first of 

the positive aspects of integrated leadership will emerge.  Individuals within the grouping will 

naturally differ in terms of their abilities, and the tasks that need to be accomplished will 

naturally differ in relative importance to the group.  As such, group success will partially depend 

upon an ability within the group to assign the most capable members to the most important tasks.  
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While not absolute, and certainly not universal, such an organizing function bestows relative 

advantages on the groups in which it emerges.   

The first positive function of leadership, described by Chemers, is the elevation of 

competence.  As tasks become more complex (i.e., large, difficult, dangerous) a leader will be 

chosen or otherwise emerge to coordinate the task.  If the task is important enough, the 

coordination effort by the leader will become the most important aspect of the task, eclipsing the 

individual contributions of members of the group participating in the activity.  It becomes 

important that the person that emerges as leader have the capacities to successfully coordinate 

the task to completion, particularly as the tasks of coordinating become complex enough to 

require coordination of the coordinators.  A leader of the leaders will emerge, and a leadership 

hierarchy will result. 

After the elevation of competence, the second function of leadership is the assignment of 

authority.  The emergent leadership structure will organize and direct the activity of others, with 

the abstraction and scope of such consolidation varying as the hierarchy of leadership grows.  

Each leader will need levels of authority commensurate with their activity scope in order to 

assure that everything happens according to the emerging structure.  Without authority, the 

competency-based leadership breaks down because its practice becomes increasingly remote 

from the activities being led. 

As scope and authority naturally grow, along with an increase of the interactions required 

in the growing hierarchy, the task of leadership becomes increasing demanding on the skills and 

abilities of the leaders.  To maintain balance and to assure that leaders continue to emerge at the 

necessary higher and more difficult levels, the third function of integrative leadership is the 
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distribution of rewards.  The rewards available to leaders must be sufficient to assure that leaders 

will, in fact, emerge into the more complex and important leadership positions.   

With greater scope, burdens, and rewards; the label of leader begins to carry special 

status in the group.  Leaders are assigned increased authority in the group, tying the success and 

self-perception of individuals to the beliefs and actions of the leader.  Leaders receive greater 

rewards for their role, influencing the perception of their position by all in the group.  In essence, 

the individual in the leadership role receives enhanced prominence across the group.  As such, 

they become a role model; making the fourth positive function of integrative leadership the 

modeling of normative expectancies.  Leader behaviors become the norms by which individuals 

behave and aspire to leadership.  If those behaviors are dysfunctional, they will inhibit group 

success through their adaptation by the group as a whole.  Therefore, behaviors of the leader that 

are not dysfunctional will become group norms, and group success will expand. 

In essence, status, rewards, and preeminence become tied to past performance as leader 

behaviors that have been successful become norms for the group as a whole.  The emergence of 

leadership will reinforce existing approaches to organization and activity, precisely the first 

internal maintenance function of organizations described by Chemers.  To promote internal 

maintenance of the group, goals and behaviors need to be clear, distinctive, and well-understood.  

The emergence, authority, rewards, and preeminence of the leader will assure this occurs. 

To serve the second organizational function of external adaptation, or to avoid outright 

failure of the group when environmental conditions change, Chemers’ fifth positive function of 

integrative leadership is the facilitation of innovation.  Leaders allocate and guide resources, and 

“optimum utilization of resources calls for creativity.” (p. 8)  Note that there is nothing in 

Chemers’ theory that dictates that all leaders be cable of adaptation and innovation; only that 
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innovation is a key function of leadership.  If the leaders that have emerged under the first four 

purposes fail to innovate when needed, presumably new leaders who can innovate will emerge 

when needed.    Far from invalidating the situational or contingency approaches to leadership, 

Chemers model explains them.  Leaders come and go, but leadership continues. 

Chemers’ theory of integrative leadership is an emergent model based on bestowed 

status.  Status identified and elevates the most competent and loyal members of a group into 

leadership.  This elevation provides these leaders with the authority to handle their expanding 

responsibilities, and compensates them for the burdens they endure in carrying out those 

responsibilities.  With increased status, they become role models for the group; providing a set of 

normative behaviors that drive group cohesion and, if not dysfunctional, desirable behaviors.  

With increase authority and status, leaders become able to introduce change and innovation to 

the group in response to external environmental pressures.  As such, leadership functions to 

provide both the internal maintenance and external adaptability functions needed by all social 

groups. 

The theory of integrative leadership has a negative side as well.  Chemers points out that 

the provision of rewards and prominence to leaders will result in leadership positions being 

desirable in and of themselves.  Individuals with ambition will seek leadership positions, and 

those in leadership positions will work to keep such position, even (or particularly) when the 

natural emergence function of competence would result in different leadership assignments. 

Chemers describes certain resulting aberrations as predictable. 

The most predictable negative affect is what Chemers refers to as mean-end reversal.  

Integrative leadership theory predicts that status will accrue to emergent leaders who have the 

competence to attain group goals through coordinative behaviors.  When status becomes the goal 
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itself in the form of aspiring to be chosen leader, the ends and means are reversed, and 

dysfunctional behaviors can result. 

A core group dynamic likely to be affected by this reversal is information flow.  

Individuals seeking leadership status begin to communicate with the group according to how 

they believe they will influence their own leadership status rather than according to the needs of 

the group or situation.  The content and target of communications change as individuals interact 

with the underlying goals of attaining leadership status.  This will usually involve increased 

positive messages moving up the hierarchy as individuals work to please those who hold current 

status, and negative messages flowing down the hierarchy as individuals attempt to create 

enough disruption to shift leadership patterns.  Roby’s leadership functions based on information 

load and flow (discussed in the previous chapter) are completely removed from the leadership 

mix when communications begin to serve purpose that may seem contradictory to organizational 

or group goals.  This affect seems to dominate many organizational change and leadership 

models in the literature. 

A second core negative affect noted by Chemers is rigidification.   For the functions of 

leadership to emerge optimally, the structure and assignment of leadership roles needs to be 

fluid; as assignments shift based on the need for different competencies and external 

contingencies.  It is important for the most competent group members to rise to the most 

important leadership positions.  However, those in power, and who desire to stay in power, will 

typically work to solidify their positions relative to the group.  Effort is put into protecting their 

status rather than into working toward the genuine important goals of the group.  In fact, 

precisely because they are in power, leaders are in a position to reframe the group’s goals to 

include such solidification aspects.   
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Chemers offers examples of royal heritage and caste systems, but obvious examples of 

corporate management doing the same thing abound.  Powerful leaders dominate decision-

making, and so can assure that decisions remain consistent with their own goals of retaining 

power.  Such a system confers unfair rewards, acts as a demotivator to group members, and 

causes a downward spiral of group members working to protect their own interests at the 

expense of group goals and success. 

In the long-run, the functions of leadership under the integrative theory are self-

correcting.  Even with the negative aspects, the organization functional needs for external 

adaptability will offer incentives to change.  If local powerful leadership succeeds in maintaining 

power in the face of a need to change, and the organization doesn’t change, then some other 

organization of group will step into the opportunity niche and replace the rigidified group.  The 

five functions of leadership assure innovation, not survival.  The challenge, according to 

Chemers, is for leadership to take advantage of the positive functions of leadership to build and 

expand group success while avoiding the pitfalls associated with the negative aspects.  No 

wonder the popular perception of great leaders approach super-human status.  Plato’s 

philosopher-king still reigns. 

 



 

Chapter 4  

Leadership as a Systems Theory 

Overview 

This section introduces and explores the major writings in systems theory, focusing on 

the ability of systems thinking to draw together the array of dimensions and variables needed to 

discuss and understand leadership in this KAM.   Of particular interest is the development of a 

framework for understanding the roles and functions of leadership as a set of interactions that 

can be discussed and understood in a systems context. 

General Systems Theory 

Boulding (1956), describing what for him was a very contemporary problem, outlined the 

growth and expansion of fields of knowledge in various sciences coupled with an increasing 

need to specialize in order to be successful in the practice of any single science.  He described a 

growing need, felt by many across multiple disciplines, to somehow systematically identify a set 

of constructs that could be used to challenge and communicate information across disciplines; 

some set of descriptions "somewhere between the specific that has no meaning and the general 

that has no content." (p. 11) 

Bertalanffy (1956) states that "it seems legitimate to ask for a theory, not of systems of a 

more or less special kind, but of universal principles applying to systems in general." (p. 1)  Such 

a set of constructs, or framework, would enable interested parties to identify similarities and 

overlaps across multiple disciplines; allowing disciplines to benefit from the conceptual progress 

made by others.  Likewise, such a cross-discipline comparison might identify gaps and 

opportunities in one's own discipline that might otherwise take extensive time or effort to 

identify, often after pursuing countless dead-ends. 
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Boulding's alternative was a scientific world in which increasing specialization and detail 

drove practitioners farther and farther apart.  "One wonders if science will not grind to a stop in 

an assemblage of walled-in hermits, each mumbling to himself words in a private language that 

only he can understand." (p. 12) 

Bertalanffy (1956) describes General Systems Theory as "the formulation and derivation 

of those principles which are valid for 'systems' in general." (p. 1)  Bertalanffy, and others at the 

time, were noticing certain structural and content similarities across a variety of scientific fields.    

They attributed many of these similarities to the fact that each distinct field was a system of 

knowledge, and they shared a belief that there should be common elements of structure and 

theory within any system.  "The isomorphy we have mentioned is a consequence of the fact that, 

in certain aspects, corresponding abstractions and conceptual models can be applied to different 

phenomena." (p. 2) 

Many of the aims espoused for General Systems Theory were pedagogical; tying the 

cross-systemization of the sciences to support and integration of fields and thus better science 

education.  But in terms of knowledge content, the early aim was to develop unifying principles 

that would cut across disciplines; allowing concepts to flow across boundaries to enhance 

knowledge.  Constructs so shared could help answer questions, as well as point to questions as 

yet unasked.  "This theory brings us closer to the unity of science." (p. 2) 

Characteristics of Systems 

Ackoff (1960), taking a holistic approach, defines a system as "any entity, conceptual or 

physical, which consists of interdependent parts." (p. 1)  He goes on to emphasize that systems 

theory is mostly interested in systems that can display activity; or concrete physical realities.  "A 

physical entity is considered as a system if the outcome of its behavior is conceptualized as the 
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product of the interaction of its parts." (p. 2)    Ackoff later (1995) defines a system as any 

combination of components, the decomposition of which would remove its essential defining 

features.   

More mathematically, Laszlo (1975) offered a means to specify a system through its 

parameters and relations, each of which could be described by a domain of values of a set of 

attributes.   Relations among those attributes constitute the functions that are available and 

supported by the system.  The structure of any such system could be described by reference to 

the system itself, any of its subsystems, or to the suprasystems of which it is a part.  Everything 

outside of these descriptions would constitute the system's environment. 

Sutherland (1973) describes a categorical view of systems thinking that avoids Ackoff's 

holistic simplicity without resorting to Laszlo's mathematical abstraction.    Categories such as 

emergence, hierarchy, feedback, entropy, and equilibrium all contribute to the heuristic toolset of 

the systems theorist. (p. 50) 

The General Systems Theory can itself, then, be described as a system that can be 

discussed at all of these levels of detail; whether holistically, as an endeavor to understand 

systems generally; categorically, as a delineation and naming of each identified isomorphy that 

contributes the main findings of the field; or abstractly, by formalizing the logic with which such 

constructs can be defined.  Systems thinking can take place, and be fruitful at any of these levels. 

Meta-Systems & Hierarchy 

Klir (1975) describes a set of five general characteristics of systems than can be used to 

define and describe the invariant portions of any system definition: 

1.  A set of variables that describes the system and a granularity with respect to space-

time organization for viewing and manipulating those variables, 
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2.  A description of the system's activity, described in terms of time functions that 

describe the changes that take place in the system within the space-time frame described in (1), 

3.  A description of the system's behaviors in terms of time-invariant relationships 

between past, present, and future values for system variables at appropriate levels of granularity, 

4.  A state-transition structure for the system that describes the states of system variables 

and their next possible states within the system's specific space-time granularity, and 

5.  A description of the variables required for the system to interface with higher-order 

systems of which it is a part, or with which it carries out interactions. 

Klir's characteristics describe a meta-system that describes common aspects of all 

systems.  An interesting aspect is the inclusion of space-time granularity as a fundamental 

distinction within the taxonomy.  It allows for multiple definitions of systems that, on the 

surface, might too easily be judged to be the same system.   

For example, the system definition describing a human being on the scale of hours is a 

markedly different system than the one that defines the human being on the scale of years or 

decades.  A social group viewed on a day-to-day basis is clearly a different system than the same 

social group viewed over decades.  A society viewed on a scale of years will be systemically 

different from the same society viewed from the historical perspective of centuries.   

The distinction and difference aren't only in the level of detail.  The focus of the system 

description is entirely different at the various scales, and completely different aspects of action, 

behavior, and interaction are important.   Klir acknowledges the obvious need to map each of 

these system definitions to each other, and views the transitional rules or procedures as 

themselves constituting a system — actually a meta-meta-system — that can be studied.  Many 
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fields (e.g. history, economics, anthropology, etc.) actually spend much of their effort studying 

the potential time-invariance of such meta-meta-systems. 

These descriptions of systems, meta-systems, and meta-meta-systems constitute a 

hierarchy of systems that Klir asserts can ease the study of "such phenomena as growth, 

evolution, self-reproduction, self-organization, adaptation, and learning." (p. 32)  The 

distinctions among phylogeny, genealogy, and ontogeny – different temporal aspects of 

describing humans as systems – are an example of such a meta-system describing humans. 

Types of Systems 

Ackoff (1995) emphasizes the importance of systems thinking in understanding complex 

systems.  He offers an understanding of systems dynamics through a model of three types of 

systems: mechanistic, organismic, and societal; each of which carries different meaning in an 

understanding of human development. 

Mechanical Systems 

Mechanical instruments, devices, and machines that may contain an arbitrary number of 

working components, each representing systems of their own on smaller scales, make up the 

range of mechanical system.  Mechanical systems are characterized by serving some function.  

They have no purpose of their own, just function.  The range of functions might include some 

that are unintended by the designers of the system; but never does the mechanical system take on 

a purpose of its own.  

Most of the systems described using phylogeny and ontogeny in this KAM are examples 

of mechanistic systems.  Biological evolution drives naturally selected change in phylogenic 

development; but such change is only described by the functions that emerge from such change.  

No inherent purpose is attributed to genetic change; just function.  New genetic combinations 

 



Advanced KAM 5 - Breadth  34 

enable new functions to emerge in individuals, who are then more or less selected by the natural 

environment in which those functions are exhibited.  Physiology describes function, not purpose.  

Life is a mechanical system; up to a point. 

Organismic Systems 

Organismic systems are individual living beings, made up of myriad physiological 

subsystems.  Many of the component subsystems are actually mechanical systems.  Ackoff's 

example is the human being, a subsystem of which is the respiratory system.  This subsystem has 

a function; respiration.  The whole human can be said to have a purpose, or mission.  

Although Ackoff limits his discussion to humans, most life forms derived from biological 

evolution (but not all) can be described as organismic systems.   To the extent that a living 

organism demonstrates a survival instinct or will-to-live, coupled with a reproductive instinct; 

the organism can be described as having a purpose.  The individual physiological subsystems of 

such individuals lack such purpose, providing their function instead.  The system’s purpose is an 

emergent property of the combination of the physiological systems. 

Societal Systems 

Larger organizations of collections of organic individuals are societal systems.  The 

components of the societal system are generally smaller societal systems, or else individual 

organismic systems: people.   Societal systems have purpose.  Such purpose is not completely 

dependent upon the individual purposes of the organismic systems that comprise it. 

Ackoff describes the friction that ensues when one looks at the differences in purpose 

between individual organismic systems and the societal systems of which they are a part.    A 

dyad of two individuals will exhibit properties and characteristics held by neither individual.  

The collective purpose will be unique relative to the personal purposes of the individuals.  The 
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same is true of any organismic systems collective.  The scope and scale of such systems affects 

the dynamics of their makeup and interactions, often in interesting and unpredictable ways. 

The fact that the same organismic individual can be a component of multiple societal 

systems means that at any given time, an individual is a part of multiple possible contradictory 

purposes.  Larger societal systems can even be seen to treat component individuals as though 

they were only mechanistic systems; serving a function, but having no specific purpose of their 

own.  This dynamic explains many organizational behaviors where individual members 

sometimes feel treated as less than human.  Such conflict of purposes (e.g. personal, group, 

family, state, company, church) within single individuals is an emergent property of the 

leadership models being explored in this KAM.  Such dynamics are created from the models, and 

then further define the environment in which leadership emergence occurs. 

 



 

Chapter 5  

Conclusion & Implications 

Overview 

If leadership is an emergent property of the interaction of individual and group systems, 

then a theory of leadership comprises a meta-system.  This observation asserts – something that 

is already commonly discussed in the leadership literature – that the leadership meta-system will 

describe an emergent set of interactions between other systems, and between those systems and 

their environment: leaders, followers, and organizational contexts. 

Leadership Systems 

Ackoff’s three classifications of systems provides a taxonomy for highlighting the types 

of interactions that should occur in the leadership meta-system.  Each system, regardless of class, 

can interact with any other system, regardless of class. This gives rise to the 9-fold matrix in 

Figure 1.  Systems of any of Ackoff’s classes – mechanistic, organismic, or societal – will 

interact with other systems as either leader or follower. 
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Figure 1 – Leadership System Dyads  
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While each of the 9-matrix cells represents a logical combination of system interactions, 

not all are equally useful for defining a systems model for leadership.  In particular, inclusion of 

mechanistic systems is problematic.  Having function but not purpose, mechanistic systems can’t 

follow in the leadership sense being discussed in this KAM.   While a planet can be said to 

follow the gravitational path through spacetime created by the sun (a thing-thing, or mechanistic-

mechanistic interaction) such followership does not rise to the level of leadership being 

discussed here.  As such, the far left column in Figure 1 can be omitted from this discussion. 

Likewise, it is problematic to place a mechanistic system in the position of leader.  To 

infer leadership onto a mechanistic system is to give it purpose; something that is more 

descriptive of the individual inferring the purpose than on the thing itself.  Such an inference 

requires either an anthropic perspective if in a scientific context, or a deistic perspective if in a 

religious context.  Either way, any leadership in such a relationship, while a valid systems 
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interaction in this model, is not necessarily useful in the context of this KAM.  The mechanistic 

system would have to be seen to serve at least some of the functions of the leader role.  More 

likely, an attempt to model the thing-societal interaction (e.g. deity-church) as a leadership 

interaction would result in a discussion of the organismic-societal interaction (e.g. priest-

church).  In this sense, the organismic system can serve as proxy for a mechanistic systems 

perceived to serve one or more leadership functions.  As such, the top row in Figure 1 can also 

be omitted from this discussion since the middle row will suffice for such discussion. 

The resulting systems interaction model is the 4-cell matrix in Figure 2.  These four cells 

represent the four system interactions where both sides of the interaction can have purpose that 

results in the emergence of leader-follower interactions. 

Figure 2 – Purposeful Leadership Dyads  
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Of particular interest in this model is that the leader role can be seen to be served by the 

group (societal system) independent of any individual (organismic system) in the group.  This 

requires that the functions of leadership be able to emerge from the system interactions without 

necessarily being carried out or vested in any particular individual.  Group leadership without a 
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leader is the result, and the emergence of such leadership is the focus of the depth component of 

this KAM. 
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