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GUIDED TOUR OF THE BOOK

What this chapter is all about...
Brief summary of the chapter topic.

The key points in this chapter were...
End-of-chapter bulleted summary of main issues 
covered, ideal for revision.

Case studies
Leadership case studies have been included in each 
chapter to help you link theory with practice. Related 
questions will test your understanding of the issues 
covered.

The key questions this chapter answers are:
Bulleted list of key questions answered or raised in 
the chapter, to focus your learning as you work 
through the chapter.
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TRANSFORMATIONAL LEADERSHIP

SECULARIZED THEOLOGY?

Helen Delaney and Sverre Spoelstra

Helen Delaney is a research fellow at Lund University and lecturer at the University of Auckland. Her research 
and teaching focuses primarily on the sociology of work and critical perspectives towards leadership.

Sverre Spoelstra is an associate professor at Lund University, Sweden. His research interests include leadership 
and organizational philosophy.

What this chapter is all about …
The main idea is that transformational leadership is believed to inspire radical transformation in followers, 
especially through charisma. This theory of leadership has striking similarities to religious concepts like 
conversion, in which a follower is transformed from a lower morality to a higher one. It also echoes the 
concept of redemption, in which people, organizations, business and the world are being redeemed from 
corruption and made ethical.

The key questions this chapter answers are:
 • What kind of transformation happens and how?
 • Why is this desirable?
 • How can we measure transformational leadership?
 • How is it linked to charisma?
 • How is it related to religious ideas such as conversion and redemption?

Introduction
In the past 30 years, transformational leadership has been the most popular leadership concept among 
leadership academics by far. The concept was first developed in the late 1970s by the political theorist 
James McGregor Burns (1978), and soon found its way in the world of business. Today the literature on 
transformational leadership is still steadily growing and an increasing number of business schools and 
consultancy firms offer programmes on how to become a transformational leader. In its most basic form, 
transformational leadership refers to an alignment of goals between leaders and followers for the good of 
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LEADERSHIP LEARNING AND 

DEVELOPMENT
Brigid Carroll

Brigid has a lot of learning about leadership still to do. That’s why she both researches and develops it 
with/ in others. She like mysteries and questions and wonders what leadership could achieve if it could 
pursue and unlock things we don’t know yet as organizsations, communities and societies.

What this chapter is all about …
The main idea is that learning and development are related, different and integral to leadership. And not 
only are they connected, but both learning knowledge about, and the development of, leadership are 
invested with power. 

The key questions this chapter answers are:
 • How do you learn leadership? Why might learning leadership differ from learning other 

subjects or skills?
 • What are the different ways we can think about developing and learning leadership?
 • How are learning and development tied up in power?
 • How might seeing leadership in relation to learning offer a richer perspective on the nature of 

leadership?
 • Learning doesn’t just differ for leadership; it’s also integral to it. How and why are leadership, 

learning and development interconnected?

Introduction
If you are even reading this chapter then our presumption is you are some way through a formal course 
on leadership where you are endeavouring to learn leadership. We’d be putting thoughts in your head 
at this stage but you may even be asking the question of why there is a chapter on leadership learning 
and development. After all you have learnt a great deal of things in your life already and are probably 
envisaging learning a great many more so why would learning leadership be any different from learning 
to read or developing a swimming stroke or learning calculus, gourmet cooking or contemporary dance? 
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aspect of their emotional relating. Finally, the table indicates the role that organizational structures play 
in the enactment of each, from being absolutely critical in the case of headship, to potentially unimpor-
tant in the case of leadership.

Table 1.2 Relating management, headship and leadership with power, emotional engagement and 
the role of organizational structures

Type of power Emotional engagement Role of organization

Management Legitimate Not necessarily important Key determinate of goals, relationships, 
and legitimate authority

Headship Coercive/Reward In response to authority Essential

Leadership Referent/Expert High Less important as leadership can 
arise throughout the organization

Managing, heading and leading organizations: What do 
they look like in practice?
In the final section of this chapter, you are invited to explore the difference between management, leadership 
and headship by considering the case study of a young manager working her way through an organization’s 
hierarchy. In particular, you will be asked to suggest what she might do differently, given her recognition of 
the need for management, leadership or headship as she takes up different organizational roles.

Case study: Natalie Chan

Natalie Chan is a 35-year-old woman of mixed Anglo-Chinese descent who joined the UK-based public sec-
tor organization OBP after she graduated from university with a good degree in Economics. She joined the 
organization’s graduate intake scheme, where she was quickly tracked into a ‘high flyer’ programme. Through 
that programme she has been placed in a number of different parts of the larger organization in order to 
develop a broad understanding of its overall activities.

She is particularly recognized for her skills as an analyst and, in fact, she most enjoys this kind of work. 
Although her technical expertise is very high, she is not particularly confident as a manager. Some of her 
uncertainties about managing other people began to arise about five years ago when she was promoted to a 
role that required her to manage a small team. The transition to management was made perhaps even more 
difficult as she had worked alongside three of the five people who subsequently reported to her.

Although she herself is not sure how she did it, those around her judged her management skills to be 
very high. As the case study opens, she has just been promoted. This promotion means that along with being 
responsible for running a department of 60 people, she also reports to the executive team. Both of these 
duties she finds rather daunting.

(Continued)
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benefited them too much, he had to consider how this would impact on his relationship with the upper 
echelons of the broader Black Kings hierarchy (known as the ‘Board of Management’). How exactly can 
one address the task structure of the organization, when it has also to take into account the structure of 
community that it is embedded in? What happens when official policy decides that it is time to literally tear 
down the buildings which provide the physical structure to how life has been lived for decades? 

Contingency theories of leadership focus on how effective leadership changes in line with fluid events, 
environments and circumstances, and assists followers find stability in challenging motivational environments. 
Gang Leader for a Day demonstrates that the contingencies that leaders deal with are far broader and more 
dynamic that classical contingency leadership theorists imagined. 

The key points in this chapter were …
 • Contingency theories arose out of recognition that leadership traits were not enough to predict 

good leadership. Rather, a theory was needed that accounted for different contexts. Thus they 
were one of the earliest moves towards recognizing the relational element of leadership.

 • The main contingency theories are:

o Fiedler’s model prescribes a relationship between the leader’s style and the favourable-
ness of the situation, which is measured according to the task structures, influence and 
relationships.

o Path–goal theory categorizes leadership according to two factors: consideration (people 
orientation) and initiating structure (task orientation). The optimal combination of these are 
contingent on the context, such as task ambiguity.

o Situational theory combines much of the above with a new factor: readiness. This pertains to 
the level of followers’ willingness and motivation.

o Leader participation is similar to the above, but differs in its focus on decision-making. It 
suggests that who should make decisions is contingent on context.

 • Some of the critiques of contingency theories include:

o It can be very difficult to get robust data on the context to measure it against things like task 
structure or influence.

o They assume leaders are able to read a context objectively, and forget the political or interpretive 
nature of social reality.

o They can tend to homogenize organisations and employees. For example, they risk assuming 
that a goal or task is valued equally in a context.

o They have been criticized as merely mechanical tools – a situational menu for leadership – 
which may ‘sell’ well in management and leadership development programmes, but is 
actually an over-simplification of the complex social world.

o Perhaps the most significant critique is that contingency theories are actually a series of strategic 
tools for ‘the leader’ to use to exert control of followers and situations.

(Continued)
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Stop and reflect
These are very specific – when we put one of these 
boxes into the text, we want to indicate to you that 
there should be some active thinking going on. Of 
course, when you read you’re already doing something 
active – understanding, relating to experience, making 
connections – so these boxes are designed to 
encourage you to take a moment to do that thinking 
without going any further in the text itself.

Leadership on screen
This is the part of the book we’ve had most fun with. 
Most of us use extracts from film, fiction and 
documentary, television and other visual materials in 
our teaching – leadership seems to be especially easy 
to find materials for because film-makers and 
television producers are as fascinated by leaders as 
everyone else. So, we’ve pulled together a few 
examples of things we find help us and the students 
we work with to think through leadership and leading.

Definitions
These are here to explain important academic jargon 
so that (a) you can understand your module leader 
better, and (b) communicate with them more 
effectively when you need to.

Further thinking
These sections contain links to journal articles and 
other resources to encourage further exploration of 
interesting and important ideas in the book.

30 Scott Taylor

For researchers who want to be able to identify what makes individuals in leadership positions leaderly, 
all of this can be seen as good news. They can write or read biographies as they did in the nineteenth 
century and work out from interviews, behaviours and events what made those positional leaders differ-
ent from their followers. Or, as twentieth-century researchers did, they can define physical factors, skills 
and attributes that they think leaders have (or should have), and then design personality tests to establish 
whether people in fact do have the traits they should have. 

This is, on the face of it, a simple story. Researchers read ‘Great Man’ theories of leadership and 
leadership development; through their reading of the stories they identify persistently present physical 
factors, skills or attributes; then researchers trained in psychological data collection methods reduced 
the lists found in ‘Great Man’ theories to what they think are common essentials, and develop ways to 
measure and test for them. 

Although research methods are often seen as somewhat boring, just the tedious detail of how data 
are collected, they are in fact central to understanding theories in all academic fields. If we don’t 
understand how the data that theories are built on was generated, then we can’t assess the credibility of 
the theory. It is therefore worth spending a few moments looking in depth at the methods trait theories 
are founded on.

STOP AND REFLECT 2.2

Researchers creating trait theories of leadership start from the belief that they can’t identify what leadership 
is in itself. Instead, the research they do tries to identify ways that we can identify things that leadership is 
related to. So, if most people identified as occupying positions of leadership, such as a chief executive officer 
role, are taller than average, then we have identified something that being or becoming a leader is related to 
(above average height). 

The researchers can then extend this idea in two ways. They could read existing academic theories 
and make up a list of physical characteristics, personality characteristics or skills that other researchers have 
identified, then test them on a new group of people. Or, the researchers could observe people in leadership 
positions (or read auto/biographies) and develop a list of traits in that way, then test them on a group of 
people. 

Trait researchers most often design a long questionnaire that they think establishes whether an 
individual possesses the traits. Sometimes this can be quite straightforward – for example, someone is either 
above average height or not. However, most traits are difficult to test for in this way because they are not 
physically visible – personality characteristics such as initiative or integrity, for example, can be exceptionally 
difficult to design reliable questions for. 

But trait researchers are ingenious and persistent. So they read, think, work and test their questionnaires 
until they achieve enough reliability and validity to satisfy their academic peers. There are always flaws in 
research methods – none provide perfect knowledge and all can be critiqued on some basis. The process 
that trait theorists go through has some very specific and significant flaws, though. 

 • What’s good about the research methods often used in trait-based research? 
 • What’s bad about the methods?

11Leadership, management and headship 

devices. They like to achieve tasks with the help of others. Leaders, on the other hand, are 
often most happy in their own company. They prefer to rely on their own resources and tend 
to be loners.

Life orientation: Zaleznik suggests that individuals are either ‘once born’ or ‘twice 
born’. Individuals who are ‘once born’ have led a life of relative safety leading to inner 
contentment. These people expect to manoeuvre easily through life and happily fall into 
‘manager’ roles. Those who are ‘twice born’ experience particular moments of knowing, 
often provoked through hardship, when they realize something essential about themselves 
and their life’s ‘mission’. Leaders, Zaleznik argues, are often ‘twice born’. 

In the wake of Zaleznik’s article a number of other scholars explored the question of the differences 
between managers and leaders. One of the most often cited of these is John Kotter and his Harvard 
Business Review article ‘What leaders really do’, published in 1990. Kotter’s work echoed Zaleznik’s 
ideas in many ways. One of the key differences between the articles is that Kotter focuses rather less on 
the inherent personality traits of managers and leaders and instead highlights the purpose each serves. 
Specifically, Kotter argues that managers ‘maintain control, while leaders take charge of ‘change’. Both 
are required in order for organizations to flourish’ (Kotter, 1990).

The change in orientation from leaders’ and managers’ personalities to the purpose they serve is also 
apparent in the work of the next two theoretical perspectives introduced here. The first, offered by the 
British leadership scholar Keith Grint, takes a social constructionist perspective in inquiring into the 
differences between managing and leading.

DEFINITION: SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIONISM
‘Social constructionism’ refers to an ontological stance in which the nature of reality is understood to be 
‘constructed’ by social actors rather than ‘given’. In opposition to those who adopt a more ‘realist’ ontolog-
ical stance in which reality is seen to be determined prior to the individual’s engagement with it (and the 
point of scientific discovery is to ‘uncover its truth’), those who adopt a social constructionist perspective 
believe that together we create our understanding of how the world works. Thus in some cultures it is polite 
when eating together to make minimal noise, whereas in others, for instance, to smack one’s lips and eat 
noisily is to demonstrate appreciation to the cook. Neither is an objectively ‘right’ response, as they are both 
constructed by the cultures in which these behaviours are enacted.

In Keith Grint’s article ‘Problems, problems, problems: The social construction of “leadership”’ (2005b), 
he develops the argument that events which catalyse a ‘command’, ‘managerial’ or ‘leadership’ response are 
themselves ‘constructed’ rather than predetermined to be one or the other. For instance, in framing the 9/11 
attack on the USA as a ‘crisis’ situation, George W. Bush’s response was to ‘declare war’ on perpetrators of 
that attack. Had the event been constructed as a ‘wicked’ problem, however, a different response would have 
been more appropriate; one in which questions would have been asked before bombs dropped. 

The key point of Grint’s paper, which is described in more detail below, is that the appropriateness of 
a given response to an incident is determined by the way in which the incident is constructed, rather than 
through an objectively determined ‘reality’ discernment.

67Leading through contingencies

Further thinking
Schyns, B. and Meindl, J. R. (eds) (2005). Implicit Leadership Theories: Essays and Explorations. Greenwich, 
CT: Information Age Publishing. 

1 How do implicit leadership theories, which are developed and tacitly held by individuals over the course 
of their lifespan, challenge contingency-based approaches to understanding leadership? Does engaging with 
such approaches change how you feel about yourself as a leader or a follower?

2 What are the problems associated with thinking about leadership as something that is implicit? What 
challenges do such approaches pose to traditional contingency leadership theories?

Tourish, F. (2005). Critical upward communication: Ten commandments for improving strategy and decision 
making. Long Range Planning, 38(5), 485–503.

1 The practice of critical upward communication highlights that personal and cultural barriers often impede 
leaders’ attempts to accurately identify impact factors that are contingent to their followers’ situation. 
What do leaders need to do to overcome these barriers?

2 How can leaders and followers work together to reconfi gure their mutual understanding of the 
contingencies that impact on their organizational situation?

Knights, D. (2009). Power at work in organisations. In M. Alvesson, T. Bridgman and H. Wilmott (eds), The 
Oxford Handbook of Critical Management Studies (pp. 144–165). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

1 Critical management theorists reject contingency theories of leadership because they present an over-simplifi ed 
model of the relationship between leaders and followers. Do contingency theories of leadership have any 
redeeming factors?

2 Child (1984) suggested that, regardless of the situation, leaders can exercise agency in situations despite 
the constraints that the external environment places on them. Can you think of a personal example of 
when you have done this?

3 How can ‘agentic strategic choice’ be exercised by a contemporary business or political leader currently 
engaging with a problematic situation?

Leadership on screen
After Johnathan Demme’s 1991 fi lm of Thomas Harris’ novel the Silence of the Lambs was released it became 
something of a cultural phenomenon. Both commercially successful and critically acclaimed it introduced a unique 
character in the form of a deranged serial killer who was highly intelligent, exquisitely ‘cultured’ and extensively 
educated. Anthony Hopkins’ portrayal of Dr Hannibal ‘The Cannibal’ Lecter became the focus for much of the 
commentary on this fi lm, but we want you think about another central character in the fi lm and her relationship 
with the organisation for which she works and the various managers she encounters: trainee FBI agent Clarice 
Starling (played by Jodie Foster).

The character of Agent Starling is the central protagonist of the Silence of the Lambs, and the complexity of 
her relationship with the psychopathic Lecter is often mirrored in the relationship she has with the organisation 
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As you read through these articles, refl ect on them in light of the critique offered in this chapter. Consider the 
following questions:

1 Do you think trait theory is worthwhile as an approach to researching and teaching leadership?
2 If you were offered a neurological test to fi nd out if you think like a leader by a research team in a 

university, would you accept the offer and do it? Why/why not? 
3 Imagine that you were forced to take a neurological or genetic test by your employer, and you have 

been called into a meeting with your supervisor. They explain to you that you have tested negative for 
leadership traits. How would you feel about this? Would you believe it? How might this affect your future 
employment? How might it affect the way you think about yourself?

Leadership on screen
Trait theories are not easily represented on screen because we can’t see many of them in the same way as we can 
see, for example, charisma. However, many fi lms, documentaries and television series suggest implicitly or explicitly 
that traits are the key to understanding leadership, such as:

 • Blade Runner (1982) – quite old but a classic. The plot centres on whether robots (‘replicants’) can behave 
in ways that humans do. It’s a fascinating exploration of what it is to be human, how we assess humanity 
and how we judge others through their personality and behaviour. (If you like the fi lm, you might also 
enjoy the short story it is based on, ‘Do androids dream of electric sheep?’, by Philip K. Dick.)

 • Recent documentaries about the US corporate world refer frequently to how leaders emerge, are 
selected and create followers through the use of trait norms, especially Enron: The Smartest Guys in the 
Room (2005), and The Corporation (2003). Both are also worth watching for their insights into leadership 
and leaders more generally.

 • A lighter (in some ways) representation of trait theories in action is Trading Places (1983) – it’s another old 
movie, but it’s still meaningful for thinking through the implications of what researchers call ‘heritability’, 
genetics and the ‘dark side’ of trait theories. 

As you watch any of these fi lms, or if you see trait theories of leadership represented anywhere else on screen, you 
might ask yourself these questions:

 • Why are researchers in leadership studies so keen on trait theories when so many fi ctional fi lms and 
documentaries suggest they are damaging, unhelpful to individuals and organizations and discriminatory? 

 • If you were identifi ed as a potential leader because of traits that you have inherited or developed, how 
would you feel about it? 
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Companion website
There’s a ‘companion website’ for this book, as there is for many textbooks. The authors and publisher 
have worked hard on its design and content, so do visit it – you’ll find useful things and videos with 
everyone who has written the book. Our relatives think they’re quite funny; you should also learn some-
thing from them – the Editors.

Visit http://study.sagepub.com/carroll for the following teaching and learning resources:
For students:

 • Where possible, videos of the book’s authors have been made available. These provide an 
overview of the chapter and discussing issues such as why the topic covered by their chapter is 
important, how you can apply the ideas discussed in practice, key theories and debates and tips 
for revision.

 • Where possible, journal articles discussed in the book have been placed online allowing you 
free and fast access to these important papers.

 • Links to additional resources highlight useful and original sources of information beyond the 
book.

For lecturers:

 • PowerPoint slides
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LEADERSHIP LEARNING AND 

DEVELOPMENT
Brigid Carroll

Brigid has a lot of learning about leadership still to do. That’s why she both researches and develops it 
with/ in others. She likes mysteries and questions and wonders what leadership could achieve if it could 
pursue and unlock things we don’t know yet as organizations, communities and societies.

What this chapter is all about …
The main idea is that learning and development are related, different and integral to leadership. And not 
only are they connected, but both learning knowledge about, and the development of, leadership are 
invested with power. 

The key questions this chapter answers are:
 • How do you learn leadership? Why might learning leadership differ from learning other 

subjects or skills?
 • What are the different ways we can think about developing and learning leadership?
 • How are learning and development tied up in power?
 • How might seeing leadership in relation to learning offer a richer perspective on the nature of 

leadership?
 • Learning doesn’t just differ for leadership; it’s also integral to it. How and why are leadership, 

learning and development interconnected?

Introduction
If you are even reading this chapter then our presumption is you are some way through a formal course 
on leadership where you are endeavouring to learn leadership. We’d be putting thoughts in your head 
at this stage but you may even be asking the question of why there is a chapter on leadership learning 
and development. After all you have learnt a great deal of things in your life already and are probably 
envisaging learning a great many more so why would learning leadership be any different from learning 
to read or developing a swimming stroke or learning calculus, gourmet cooking or contemporary dance? 
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Learning, we would assume, is something you do willingly or unwillingly, energetically or otherwise, 
effectively or not. If there is something like that in your head then that’s a great starting place for a num-
ber of reasons. 

It’s a great starting place because we are going to make a case that there’s something about leadership 
that brings it into relationship with learning and development differently to learning calculus or cook-
ing or developing mathematical and food technology skill. You will probably all have learnt to make a 
cake (successfully or otherwise). In order to do that you might have observed or helped someone who 
has cake baking as a skill, watched a demo or cooking show on screen, attended a baking course or just 
followed a recipe. That form of learning involves a defined goal or outcome, specific learning resources 
and opportunities, the repetition of experiences and the building of mastery. You can learn to bake a 
cake without greatly impacting on any other aspect of yourself, relationships and work/life. Not so with 
leadership learning and development.

First, we argue that leadership and learning/development are more intimately connected than 
something like baking and learning. So while we need to learn or develop our capacity to lead, the 
reverse is also true – that leading involves challenging others’ and indeed whole organizations’ learn-
ing. We suspect that hasn’t always been so strongly the case but by now, assuming you have read 
other chapters in this book, you’ll understand that the leadership landscape has changed a lot recently 
and is still changing markedly from what it used to look like. If the myth of leaders as ‘superheroic’ 
individuals, already pre-packaged with the answers that will change the trajectories of whole organ-
izations, communities and societies, is busted (and we think it is) then all there is left is the capacity 
of people from all walks of life to learn how to face leadership possibilities and challenges between 
them. What builds that capacity above everything else is the capacity to learn and develop as indi-
viduals and collectives. 

 You will also have read that leadership tends to pursue change, possibility, innovation, novelty or 
alternatives. We would tend to call it administration or management if it was orientated at keeping things 
ticking over. So there’s something about leadership that associates it with moving beyond what is known 
or in existence at any time (Grint, 2005b). We have to learn and develop ways of not just doing things 
differently but also doing different things (Kotter, 2001), hence leadership/learning development is core 
to that. That should feel different to the old ‘being in charge’ notions of leadership but even so don’t 
equate leadership to something like teaching. There are all sorts of ways of enabling or sparking learning 
and development that go way beyond teaching. 

Finally, we are going to propose that, through exploring leadership in relationship to learning 
and development, you will get further real and relevant insight into the nature of leadership, lead-
ership work and the potential of leadership to impact lives, relationships and world. So don’t see 
this chapter as about learning to lead; see this chapter as about the interrelationships, interplay and 
intersections of leadership, learning and development. To do this, we are going to write this chapter 
for you directly. We are going to assume you have learnt a lot about leadership already, not only 
in whatever course this book is associated with, but through being part of dynamics of leading and 
following at many points in your life. We are assuming that you want to learn how to be part of 
leadership – how to both lead and follow, in other words – to make your contribution in the col-
lectives that matter to you in the future. That will mean some theoretical and conceptual material 
(head stuff) but it will also mean developing your capacity to understand leadership (we could call 
that developing a leadership mindset), seeing yourself in leadership (we could call that developing 
a leadership identity) and acquiring the capacity to do that work (we could call this developing a 
leadership practice). If you are up for that challenge then that is how we want you to respond and 
read this chapter.
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Delineating learning and development
We have been writing about learning and development as if they are more or less one and the same 
thing. We’ve got to stop doing that as they are very different and if we want you to do both – learn about 
leadership and develop leadership – then we have to help you be clear about what is required to achieve 
both. Let’s go to the dictionary to put up a strawman that begins to do this.

LEARNING LEADERSHIP

Leadership
Mindset

Leadership
Identity

Leadership
Practice

Figure 5.1

DEFINITION: LEARNING
 • knowledge acquired by systematic study in any field of scholarly application;
 • the act or process of acquiring knowledge or skill.

DEFINITION: DEVELOPMENT
 • to come or bring to a later or more advanced or expanded stage; grow or cause to grow gradually;
 • to elaborate or work out in detail;
 • to disclose or unfold gradually or to be gradually disclosed or unfolded;
 • to come or bring into existence; generate or be generated.

We figure you’ll readily identify with these definitions of learning. In fact you are probably experts at these. 
So you’ll see ‘knowledge’ appears to be the key word in both of these. You ‘acquire’ knowledge in these 
definitions and the ‘acquire’ is linked to fairly intentional ‘systematic study’ in one definition and something 
called an ‘act or process’ in the other. So we have institutions where you acquire knowledge which tends to 
look like attending courses and classes and doing reading and learning tasks usually with extensive systems of 
assessment thrown in. Knowledge in a learning frame looks to be something that you seek to possess or have 
and has a rather solid feel to it as if it can be quantified or measured or converted into something else. One 
of the things this chapter will ask you to do is think hard about this idea of knowledge. It sounds so neutral 
and objective and unproblematically useful in definitions like this, but there’s some really interesting thinking 
that argues the opposite and that knowledge in fact is highly political, subjective and controlled/controlling.
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We’re hoping you are struck immediately by the difference in this dictionary definition of development. 
It doesn’t even talk about knowledge, for instance, but something akin to growing or creating. Notice 
how often ‘gradually’ is mentioned as if development follows a slow, evolutionary, partial kind of trajec-
tory. There’s no particular tangible outcome like ‘application’ or ‘acquisition’ as there was in the learning 
definition but qualifiers like ‘later’, ‘advanced’, ‘expanded’ and ‘in detail’. Notice too that sometimes 
development is something that someone does (‘to elaborate’ or ‘to bring into existence’) or sometimes 
something that appears done to one (‘be gradually disclosed’ or ‘be generated’). Development feels a 
very different kind of experience to learning, doesn’t it, in these words? We are going to suggest that 
these definitions point to development, not as something one has like knowledge, but as becoming or 
being something other or more than what one has been. 

At this point it might be worth drawing your attention to a distinction made by a philosopher called Erich 
Fromm several decades ago (1976). He argued that there were two basic orientations: one he called ‘having’ 
and the other ‘being’. A ‘having’ orientation is about acquiring, possessing and consuming, while a ‘being’ 
orientation is about exploring, relating and becoming. For instance one can have love, friends or children or 
be in love, a friend and a parent. Fromm was critical of the dominance of the having orientation in the world 
as he thought it would encourage the growth of static, passive and transactional relationship to people or 
things. For him the being orientation was a way of being alive, fluid and dynamic with people and things. 
You can possibly see from this that one can have knowledge or be engaged in knowing. We wouldn’t be as 
pessimistic about the having orientation as Fromm; however, we do wonder if his distinction is a useful way 
of understanding the distinction between learning and development. It would seem you and indeed organi-
zations need to have knowledge and the process of acquiring such knowledge is learning. At the same time 
you and organizations need to be growing and creating new capacities and we could call that development. 

DEFINITION: ERICH FROMM
Erich Fromm (1900–1980) was a German social psychologist, psychoanalyst, sociologist, humanistic philos-
opher and democratic socialist. He was associated with what became known as the Frankfurt School of 
critical theory. He wrote such books such as Escape from Freedom (1941) and The Art of Loving (1956), and 
argued that while we desire freedom, at the same time we fear it and end up escaping from it.

Obviously the two can’t be separated out from each other entirely. As one develops then one learns and 
should have new knowledge as a result. If there is such a relationship then those involved in leadership 
will need to be integral to that developing/learning cycle that both builds the capacity and realizes the 
potential of individuals and organizations. That’s the real promise of this chapter we propose. 

We are sure that you have had experiences of being in development but they may be harder to pin-
point than the more formalized learning processes you’ve been through, so we are also going to start the 
chapter by helping you locate some of the moments that have this development quality. 

Experiential learning
We are going to start with experience. Arguably, however, this is where you have tried leading and fol-
lowing for yourself. You have all had experience and presumably have had some learnings out of those 
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but have you been developing as a result? If you know anything about learning and development then 
you could guess that experience is going to be pretty central to those (Kolb, 1984). There are those who 
claim this is the pivotal dimension of learning and development associated with leadership. You are in a 
good position to assess that given you are likely halfway through a course on leadership, but also because 
you have a significant store of experience. So we’re going to give these questions to you now and ask 
you to formulate answers as we go. 

STOP AND REFLECT 5.1

What is the importance of experience in learning and developing leadership?
What are the ways that experience can enter the learning and development of leadership?

STOP AND REFLECT 5.2

Your interest should be piqued at this point so let’s invite you to identify a crucible experience for you. 
Think back over your broader experience to something that has seemed to make a big impact on you and 
your leadership. While you may not have recognized it at the time, you may be able to recognize it looking 
back because your mind has gone back to this moment at times, because it has stuck in your mind and you 
took something from it that has shaped who you are and how you respond to things. The feel of the impact 
might be like an anchor or non-negotiable that you rely on when you need to make a decision or come to 
a point of judgement. Think through this crucible now particularly in the context of leadership and your 
relationship with leadership.

Big experiential moments
A significant stream of research in this experiential terrain associated with leadership and its develop-
ment focuses on big, important moments and experiences that are deemed to stand out from the myriad 
less significant moments and experiences. Thus some experiences are deemed more formative on your 
leadership than others, and therefore more valuable to reflect on and learn from. One of the most popu-
lar and widely read articles in the whole leadership canon is an article called ‘Crucibles of leadership’, 
which terms some experiences ‘crucibles’ in that they are unexpected and unsolicited, usually linked to 
adversity and often traumatic, and have the potential to be transformative (Bennis and Thomas, 2002). 
Crucibles are often described as a test or turning point in your beliefs or value structures and spur you 
to rethink who you are, what matters to you and where you are going. They are likened to a crucible 
because out of the turmoil and deep questioning can come new direction, insight and energy. They can 
forge a new you in identity terms but only if you accept them as a test, front up to the learning they 
contain, go to a place of deep reflection and weave them into an ongoing story in which you are part.
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The academics who wrote the ‘crucible’ article, Bennis and Thomas, also argue that there are four skills 
that get you through crucible moments and those happen to be the four skills that we often see in great 
leaders. The first one is the ability to engage others in shared meaning or, put differently, relate powerfully 
with others involved in the context of that moment or beyond. The second is developing a powerful sense 
of voice or the ability to put things into words. The third is a sense of integrity or living by foundational 
principles or beliefs. The fourth, and most important, is what they call ‘adaptive capacity’ or ‘applied 
creativity’, which one grows by having to front up to a demanding context and find a way through when 
times get tough. They are arguing, in essence, that leadership is forged in these kinds of experiences which 
makes these crucibles vital to the whole enterprise of learning and developing leadership.

We imagine that much of this might resonate. That most of us have experiences that, whether wanted 
or not at the time, have left a real mark on us. But some of you may be sitting there looking over a life of 
a great many experiences but none that really seem to fit the description of adversity, trauma and trans-
formation. Some of you find also be experiencing a little bit of unrest at some of the assumptions that 
are sitting underneath this thinking. Crucible moments seem to have a touch of the heroic about them, 
as if they might forge larger than life or superhero-type figures. You’ll have read enough of this book 
to question whether leadership is only the province of what are often represented as exceptional figures 
who most of us can’t compete with. There are other ways of identifying and working very differently 
with experience so let’s go to one as a form of contrast.

Little experiential moments
There’s another stream of writing that is interested in the everydayness of experience and how we con-
nect to the multitude of things that we are involved in over the course of our days, weeks and lives. 
While some of those experiences might be stand-outs, the huge majority of them are mundane, routine, 
small and partial but, it could be argued, they shape us at least as much as, or even more so, than big 
one-off experiences. Sitting underneath this stream of thought is the thought that being in leadership is 
really being in a set of ongoing and connected relationships and interactions, and hence being able to 
learn from those, even as they are unfolding, is vital to the ongoing development of our leadership. This 
ability to learn from the unfolding stream of experiences in profound ways that provide the context for 
our leadership is called critical reflexivity. 

We need to note here that academics use all sorts of terms involving reflection and reflexivity, but 
we don’t think there’s a need to run you through all the various permutations of those — except we have 
used one already in discussing crucible experiences, self-reflection, so let’s use that as a point of contrast 
to this new term we have introduced. We are going to draw on one of the world’s key thinkers in the area 
of critical reflexivity, Ann Cunliffe (2009), to draw this distinction. She calls self-reflection, the crucible 
practice, a form of ‘dialogue-with-self’ where we ask ourselves questions about our own responses to 
others and interpretation of events. It’s a form of trying to figure out why we have thought and acted in 
the ways we chose to, and it can feel like an internal conversation going on in our head. Critical reflex-
ivity goes a whole lot further, however, and involves unsettling not just our own assumptions about 
ourselves but broader assumptions about the nature of this world we live in and how phenomena such as 
leadership are both constructed by us and for us. One way to describe it would be to say that it is think-
ing about our thinking and seeking to uncover our assumptions, limits and blind-spots in our ordinary 
reflection in relation to the politics, ethics and structures and the larger realities of our organizations, 
communities and societies.
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STOP AND REFLECT 5.3

Let’s lead you through how you might actually do some critical reflexivity. Remember first that it is everyday 
experience that provides the catalyst. Given all we know about you is that you are likely to be a student 
of some sort then let’s ask you to think about this week. There will be myriad moments when you chose 
either to act or not act that might offer a small but significant insight not just to you but to the wider 
system leadership is a part of. Select a moment, not because it seems large and important, but maybe 
because it puzzles you a little for some reason. Approach this moment existentially by asking questions like, 
‘Was I the person I think I am or want to be?’, or, then relationally (‘What are the clues here about how I 
relate to others and the world?’), and also ethically (‘How have I interpreted the realities that inform this 
experience?’).

Now those questions have hopefully opened up more complex ways of thinking about yourself, others 
and the world, but if you are alert then you may be thinking that you are still in your own head and 
exploring experience from your own perspective and no amount of clever questions will get you out of 
that place. You’d be right in thinking that, so there’s a further dimension to this. What say you asked 
these questions about you and others and what you were doing out loud while you were engaged in that 
activity? Obviously this would create some interesting social exchanges, but it would also mean you 
would get different perspectives from others about the same experience as you go and you’d have to 
learn and develop ways of being and acting differently together. Another scholar, Joe Raelin, calls this 
being in a ‘reflective community’ (2007) rather like playing in an orchestra where you rehearse and 
work on being critically reflexive with each other in terms of what you are doing together. You will still 
learn about yourself but what you are really doing is developing a collective capacity to approach your 
organization, community or society differently. 

So let’s put all of this together in leadership terms. Neither of our perspectives on experience 
doubt that experience shapes your leadership. One focuses on big, signature and crucible experi-
ences and argues you learn the lessons of leadership through those moments and become stronger 
as a leader as a result. The second focuses on small, everyday experiences and argues you catch 
yourselves in ways that reflect you in relation to others and broader structures and, if you can voice 
those beyond yourself, you can catalyse potential and capacity in the collectives you are part of. We 
are going to assert that they tap into different ways of being in leadership. The former might build 
resilience and a sense of individual robustness while the latter seems to build attentiveness and col-
laboration. So it would seem that how we learn from experience and what we develop from it reflect 
wider truths we hold about leadership.

The larger learning/development terrain
From following this chapter so far you might well have the impression that both learning and development 
happen internally to an individual, and even that individuals seem well in control of their own leadership 
learning and development. If we pause for a moment, however, you’ll readily sense that learning and 
development doesn’t happen in a social or cultural vacuum, and that there are larger structural, economic, 
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cultural and societal pressures or forces in learning and development – very strongly so in terms of the 
field of leadership. So let’s rebalance an inside-out view of learning with an outside-in view and build a 
more complex terrain around the ideas of learning and development. After all you are unlikely to be sit-
ting reading this book from unfettered choice, if you think about it. This book is likely to be a prescribed 
or recommended one for you, which means a staff member has chosen it out of literally thousands of 
options for a course, most likely inside a tertiary or higher education institution structure which in turn 
sets boundaries around about what is valuable for students to learn. Your tertiary institution sits in a con-
tested education environment where questions of what kinds of knowledge and learning are desirable and 
relevant are being vigorously debated by all sorts of stakeholders (you as students, we as researchers/
teachers and those in the community/world looking to action such learning). Long before you internally 
work through any kind of learning and development then you can see a whole lot of decisions and choices 
have been already made about what leadership is and how it should be taught and approached. 

What you will be aware of is that leadership is a widely talked about construct and that daily you 
are bombarded with messages, brands, ads, media and talk that evoke ‘it’. Have a look at the box 
below. It’s a tiny snapshot of the headlines and evocations of leadership that were reported during 
one hour of the writing of this chapter. Even from these few examples you can see clear patterns in 
when and how leadership is characterized at the present time. Given you have worked through much 
of this book already you’ll be noting that leadership seems most commonly associated with high- 
profile individuals (still more often men than women) who are at the pinnacle of careers, organiza-
tions, groups and projects and who are strongly credited with decision-making, strategic vision and 
authority over others. Although it is possible you’ll have had other experiences of leading that differ 
from these patterns, it is highly likely that such dominant patterns have shaped your learning and 
developing of leadership without you fully being aware of it. Without getting too Orwellian on you, 
you have already been shaped and developed in terms of leadership without your having had to 
formally learn or develop anything.

LEADERSHIP HEADLINES

 • High-profile battle on for Cantor’s leadership post (CNN)
 • Bergdahl prison letters cite lack of leadership, bad conditions in his Afghanistan unit (RT Network)
 • GOP leadership scramble: Six lawmakers to watch (Wall Street Journal)
 • Change of leadership in Infosys has cheered investors (Economic Times)
 • Rep. Marlin Stutzman seeks House leadership post (Indianapolis Star)
 • To become a better leader, be aware (Businessweek)
 • 5 signs you’re not leadership material (Entrepreneur)
 • Theresa May loses her passport to Tory leadership (Guardian)
 • Strong leadership needed in battle against bad food (New Zealand Doctor Online) 
 • The surprising countries with more women in corporate leadership than the U.S. – or even Scandinavia 

(Time)
 • Negligent leaders are sucking Nigeria dry (Deutsche Welle)
 • Socialist Party leadership elections agreed for late September (Portugal News)
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To think this through we are going to introduce you to a philosopher/thinker who can help explain the 
wider societal/cultural/political forces at work shaping your views of leadership. His name is Michel 
Foucault and he argued essentially that knowledge is not a neutral thing.1 Instead, he argued that it is 
invariably embedded in power relations or socially constructed ‘truths’, and that such power or ‘truths’ 
exert a form of control over what he called subjects (that is, you, I, everyone). As a way of showing this he 
introduced the compound term power/knowledge (read that as one word) to indicate that any knowledge 
we might acquire or have is shot through with power and control which acts as a form of discipline –  
disciplining us to think and act in certain ways. If we translate this to the leadership field then what we 
find we (think we) know about leadership has come about through the influence of power/knowledge act-
ing on us. Now, in a further twist, Foucault also argued that all power/knowledge is very contextual and 
historical, which means that it is shaped by the society we are in and the ‘truths’ which are held in place 
by the educational, media and economic institutions we are in at that moment and in that place. Most 
of the time it’s important and indeed vital for us to see ourselves as proactive and agentic (choosing)  
selves, but just for a second try and imagine yourself as a site or outline at the nexus of all these power-full 
knowledge-producing forces (Foucault calls them discourses) that are at work shaping you. If you can 
do that, then what feels internal to you (what you think and believe) can actually be understood as some-
thing external to you, folded into your identity but not within your control. You’ve incorporated what is 
circulating as leadership ‘truths’ external to you, in other words.

Such a way of thinking has been applied specifically to the leadership development field in an arti-
cle called ‘Identity undoing and power relations in leadership development’. In that article the authors 
argue that contemporary leadership development shapes a certain kind of self, called an enterprising self  

(Du Gay, 1996), which is strongly individualistic, entrepreneurial and self-improving, and happens to be 
most congruent with the world of work today. Leadership development uses a number of what Foucault 
called ‘technologies of the self’ in constructing those leadership selves, including one we have talked 
about (self-reflection), but also others you may be aware of such as psychometric testing and certain 
feedback formats. Individuals submit themselves to such leadership development and their associated 
technologies of the self because they have a particular currency for organizations at the present time, and 
represent institutionally and organizationally desired identities and behaviour. Important decisions such 
as recruitment, promotion or retention depend on them. While individuals may feel they have choice 
inside these parameters, they may have little choice about them. It may be difficult to be recognized in 
leadership if you want to behave counter to this kind of identity or behaviour. In this way, then, what is 

1  Foucault wrote a lot and we aren’t going to pretend he’s easy to read but if you are interested in this line of thinking then try 
John Gaventa (2003), Power after Lukes: A Review of the Literatures, to start with.

DEFINITION: MICHEL FOUCAULT
Michel Foucault (pronounced ‘fuko’) (1926–1984) was a French philosopher, historian of ideas, social theo-
rist, philologist and literary critic. His theories addressed the relationship between power and knowledge, 
and how they are used as a form of social control through societal institutions. 
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offered as leadership learning and development shapes or constructs the emergent or aspirant leadership 
that is likely to result. 

We hope that doesn’t sound too sinister or depressing. Foucault thought understanding the ability of 
power/knowledge to produce or construct ‘truths’ was actually positive. With such an awareness you can 
challenge or resist these truths that are in circulation in the world and, with others, shape other and even 
new truths. In fact, in a small way, we’d like to think this is partly what this textbook is about: giving 
you the awareness, language and practices to think through what is being offered as leadership ‘truths’, 
to understand your own role in confirming or subverting these, and to give you a larger repertoire of 
leadership identities to choose from. 

Leadership development interventions
We have called this section ‘Leadership development interventions’ to keep the usage of development 
here separate from the learning (having)/development (being) distinction that we are exploring over the 
chapter. In this section, then, we are using Development (let’s keep designating it with a capital letter) 
to signify the host of Development-type interventions that largely, although not exclusively, sit outside 
formal educational qualifications. You may well have been involved in some of these, such as corporate 
in-house organizational leadership workshops or retreats, student or community programmes, or online 
development/learning platforms. If not, the chances are you will be in the foreseeable future at just about 
any stage of your life and career. These are attracting widespread interest at the moment because this is a 
huge and growing business – some call it an ‘industry’ and are highly critical of ‘the countless leadership 
centers, institutes, programs, courses, seminars, workshops, experiences, trainers, books, blogs, articles, 
websites, webinars, videos, conferences, consultants, and coaches claiming to teach people – usually 
for money – how to lead’ (Kellerman, 2012, p. xiii). Despite its name, it would be wrong to see Devel-
opment as necessarily likely to possess a less ‘having’ orientation than education since, although there 
are not normally grades or qualifications, there is often retention, promotion, visibility, status, special 
projects and senior management goodwill at stake. We are not, however, going to focus on the ‘industry’ 
aspect of this steadily increasing body of Development opportunities, even though the propensity of our 
contemporary world to spend considerable amounts of money pursuing leadership is certainly worthy 
of much more scrutiny. Instead we are going to seize the opportunity to look through different theo-
retical discourses (research perspectives) at what it means to develop leadership in the belief that in 
pitting different ways of seeing a topic or process against each other, we can drill deeper and probe the 
very assumptions that sit under development. So there’s a change of orientation you’ll need in reading 
through this section. This section is going to give you some learning in order for you to be able to bring 
an analytic set of frames to any discussion, reading or experience of leadership development. 

We are going to draw on Christopher Mabey’s (2013) ‘discourse framework’ to do this pitting of 
theoretical perspectives. An assumption we need you to make is that leadership development isn’t like a 
chair or a table in the sense that it has an undeniable, ‘objective’ form that people recognize easily. We 
are going to term leadership development a ‘constructed reality’, which reveals as much about how the 
person/people are looking as it does about what is being looked at. Mabey describes four different ways 
of talking or writing about leadership development; he calls these discourses (but they could also be 
referred to as frames or research perspectives). Depending which discourse you are using will determine 
what you see and what you prioritize when you think about or do leadership development. It’s important 
you can identify these discourses not just because everything (including this chapter) that is written 
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about leadership development is written through one (or sometimes more) of them, but also because 
those seeking or offering leadership development will draw on assumptions from one or more of these as 
to what they see as the value of leadership development. Understanding the discourses will make you a 
much better informed and critical consumer. Let’s take you through each discourse in turn. 

Functionalist leadership development discourse
We will start with the functionalist discourse because most of what you read or experience in the way of 
leadership development will be driven from this research perspective. This discourse is distinctive for 
two central preoccupations: the first is an individual- or leader-centric focus and the second is a perfor-
mance emphasis. This discourse is primarily focused on how individuals build leader capability through 
a raft of formal techniques such as competency frameworks, psychometric and 360-degree type instru-
ments and coaching/mentoring type programmes. It is assumed that ‘developed’ individuals will lift their 
own and others’ performance in line with organizational priorities. The feel of such development often 
aspires to be scientific, where leadership is approached rationally as primarily a matter of ‘knowledge-gain, 
skills-acquisition and attitude shift’ (Mabey, 2013, p. 363). It is also assumed that superiorly performing 
individuals will deliver enhanced organizational performance. Perhaps not surprisingly the predominant 
focus of this kind of discourse is on ROI (return on investment), impact and outcome although these 
are notoriously difficult to evaluate with any tangibility. In short, what drives much of this discourse is 
discovering whether particular leadership development works, in a very specific sense, and what might 
make it work even better.

Given the increasing global expenditure on leadership development and the contemporary desire to 
develop people in line with organizational strategic direction then it does seem sensible to pursue an 
evidential line with regards to the claims made for the efficacy of leadership development. However, 
there are assumptions in this discourse that seem to require greater scrutiny at the same time. We need to 
ask some serious questions here. For instance: What is the relationship between individual development 
and organizational performance given the unlikelihood of being able to credit any individual with suc-
cess or failure at a collective, macro level? What is the relationship of performance (and leadership for 
that matter) to less technical and rational phenomena such as power, control, relationship and conflict? 
Functional discourses are often charged with being overly instrumental (preoccupied with the ‘ends’ or 
outcomes of what they are researching), and not with the myriad processes and phenomena that actually 
constitute or make them up. 

Interpretive leadership development discourse
While it’s a distant second to the dominance of the functionalist discourse, interpretive studies of leader-
ship development are a small but consistently occurring part of this field. Radically different assumptions 
drive an interpretive approach from a functionalist one (remember often writers or providers don’t know 
they are using a discourse (or don’t reveal they are directly) so think of yourself as changing discourses 
and trying to see leadership development from each one of these as we introduce them here). An interpre-
tive discourse assumes that leadership, as opposed to being an unproblematic, objective, fixed reality, is 
in fact a highly variable, relational and contextual phenomenon that people construct differently depend-
ing on who they are and how they interact in their context. There are a number of implications for 
understanding leadership development that arise from this. The first is that leadership looks somewhat 
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different for every group of people and in every context/situation, so the focus of research and develop-
ment is strongly on exploring how people are defining and characterizing the leadership they think they 
have or need. The second is that leadership is never the property of any individual and research needs 
to follow how leadership is attributed and performed across a collective over time. We term this kind 
of leadership inter-subjective or relational as leadership seems to be move between a number of people 
and indeed it can be difficult to pinpoint actual leaders, although it is still useful to talk of people being 
in leadership together.

Leadership development from such a research perspective focuses on dimensions such as meaning, 
language, symbols, artefacts and interactions as core in how leadership is created (or not) by a group of 
people. While development can be formal it is much more likely to be focused on the in-the-moment 
work. Driving this discourse is the assumption that collectives can learn to be in leadership more effec-
tively if their language, dynamics and assumptions become visible enough to them to enable patterns 
of talking, working and interacting to be changed and experimented with. This discourse thus brings a 
strong focus on process or how change might happen, which seems valuable, although the sheer time-
frame, complexities and intangibility of collectives of people learning to do things differently can seem 
daunting and demanding.

Dialogic leadership development discourse
‘Dialogic’ might not be a word you have met before, although you have probably met the words that 
are often used in association with it – postmodernism and post-structuralism. Full descriptions of any of 
these are out of the scope of this chapter so we’ll take a direct line on dialogic. At its simplest, it means 
‘to be in dialogue with’. A dialogic perspective signifies that anything we want to consider as leading 
happens in dialogue or connected with other modes of being. This should make intuitive sense to you. 
No one has the luxury of being purely leading: we lead, manage, administrate and do the technical/
professional/occupational aspects of what we do, as well as being a friend, parent, peer/colleague and 
subordinate at the same time too. Many of those things we do concurrently. ‘Dialogic’ goes further than 
just proposing leading is part of a multiple repertoire, however, in that it suggests that consistency or 
holism is impossible and we need to admit that, despite the allure of a strong, connected self-trajectory, 
the reality we have to contend with is fragmented, disconnected, incohesive and even contradictory 
as we make continuous attempts to be and do what we think we need and want to. So we need to stop 
thinking about leadership as static, fixed and unproblematic and accept it signifies a fluid, changeable, 
dynamic set of processes.

The focus of this dialogue is on how people struggle to be in leadership which is necessarily a messy, 
often paradoxical and conflictual endeavour. Core to this discourse is the notion of identity, or how one 
understands and articulates who one is given the multiple possibilities in any one moment. If you think 
back to earlier in the chapter then you’ll remember there are inside-out and outside-in ways of exploring 
dimensions such as identity. Identity-orientated research is interested in how we go about the process of 
constructing ourselves in leadership (sometimes termed identity construction) but also how our leadership 
identities are shaped and disciplined (sometimes termed identity regulation). Constructionist research 
assumes we make choices in our leadership and construct our leadership as an ongoing kind of project 
or accomplishment. Regulation research assumes that, while we might have the illusion of choices, we 
are in fact heavily shaped to be the kind of leader our organizations or communities prioritize. Many 
researchers have given the processes (often called technologies, following Foucault’s ideas which we 
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saw above) particular scrutiny and have noted that organizations and providers have a sophisticated array 
of instruments, activities, language and interventions that create a formidable array of expectations as 
to the leadership that those in leadership development need to display. They also note that participants 
ignore or resist these at their peril. Thus leadership development needs to be seen as holding both prob-
lems and possibilities for participants and organizations that are not pre-determined going into it.

Critical leadership development discourse
While there is overlap or similarity between the dialogic and the critical, this last one is strongly focused 
on the idea and practice of power. In this discourse leadership development is assumed to be an ideo-
logical enterprise which privileges particular realities, states, parties and outcomes over others. This 
invariably means that development marginalizes, oppresses, excludes and dominates others. In short 
leadership development is a political enterprise. A critical perspective points out that leadership devel-
opment is usually status quo confirming. In other words most organizations don’t appear to radically 
transform as a result of leadership development. Researchers point to the asymmetrical and gendered 
nature of much leadership development where ‘high potential’ too often means male, executive in style 
and aligned/acquiescent to what the organization already is. This is coupled by a lack of emancipatory 
outcomes or aims, with leadership development not seeming to be influential in creating new pathways 
for justice, ethics and diversity/difference, to name just a few of the socially desirable phenomena that 
critical researchers pay attention to.

It’s important to unpack what bringing power and ideology into the terrain draws our attention to, 
for undoubtedly those two things can make people feel very uncomfortable indeed. Most potently they 
invite us to ask different questions about leadership development such as: What is the purpose of lead-
ership development? Who needs to be developed? (And by association not developed?) Who gets to 
design, shape, lead or control the development experience? Who gets to decide what kind of leadership 
should be developed? These simple but dangerous questions alert us to the wider organizational con-
text, history and power/relational dynamics that development invariably sits in. Most important, critical 
approaches stretch us beyond the vacuum in which much research on leadership development seems to 
happen. It is important to note too that this discourse is also important in supporting the emergence of 
actual leadership development interventions that are avowedly critical in purpose and pursuing eman-
cipatory, liberating and alternative directions for those in organizations (Carroll and Nicholson, 2014). 

Working with different discourses
In representing these four discourses and inviting you to reflect and try on alternative ways of under-
standing and thinking about leadership development, we are certainly bringing some complexity to a 
topic that is too often presented as simply a question of ‘how to make more (effective) leaders’. We think 
it’s a complexity that is important for you to grapple with. We know we are dispelling a myth, if you still 
have it, that what you read can be neutral and perspective-less. These discourses should help you identify 
the assumptions that underlie anything you read about leadership development (including of course this 
chapter) and any experience you have or will have as a provider, participant or contributor to leadership 
development. These four discourses point to tensions in leadership development between performance, 
relevance, power, means, outcomes, individuals and collectives, to name but a few issues represented 
here. Your ability to negotiate and talk to these tensions will help bring a productive robustness to what 
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is a growing and contested dimension of contemporary organizational life. While you will probably find 
that one or more of these discourses seemed to appeal to you over others, the capacity to identify what 
kind of research perspective is in operation in a piece of work means you can ask questions and form 
opinions at a deep level. 

Leading learning and development
If we are giving the impression that one needs to sign up to, or be sent into, a development programme 
or intervention in order to learn or develop leadership then you would be utterly right if that felt a much 
too narrow focus. People learn at work and in their organization and develop throughout the day-to-day 
routines and special events of their lives. The previous section about learning from experience tried to 
give you a sense of the different ways one can learn while one moves through one’s life and engages 
with what one meets. This section is going to introduce you to another important kind of learning that 
is increasingly being associated with leadership, something called ‘sensemaking’ (and its corollary 
‘sensegiving’). This is work associated with a key North American organizational scholar called Karl 
Weick (2005); it represents a new paradigm of not just thinking about learning and leadership, but how 
organizing (and organization) happens at all. In the paradigm of sensemaking, those in leadership need to 
learn consciously alongside and with others in the organization to integrate together in an ongoing way 
all the bits and pieces of awareness, instinct, interpretation and knowledge that different people have but 
don’t necessarily share as part of their collective action. With sensemaking, learning is core to leadership 
and leadership is core to learning. 

You’ll notice that the word ‘sensemaking’ has two words in it that you immediately understand, 
and if we invert them then we get ‘making sense’. In fact, Weick argues that ‘Sensemaking is what it 
says it is, namely, making something sensible’ (1995, p. 15). To make something sensible we have to 
articulate something, clarify it, test our assumptions of it, check others’ interpretations and perspectives, 
ask questions of it and reach some shared sense of what it is together we know and don’t know about 
the ‘something’. That explanation runs the risk of seeming too sensible and rational and Weick warns 
us making it so. In fact what we see (or don’t see) is heavily influenced by who we think we are (iden-
tity), what we are used to (history or experience), and what we expect or even need to see (blind-spots 
and prejudices), presumptions about patterns (confirmation bias), and justifications (influence of power 
norms and structures). Sensemaking as a way of seeing is trying to get groups and organisations to 
refresh how they see and operate, shake out existing rigidities, incorporate the perspectives of many and 
be able to keep learning, particularly in the face of uncertainty, unpredictability, ambiguity and complex-
ity. You might be beginning to see that much of this will resonate with contemporary understandings of 
leadership as collective, attuned to complexity and orientated at possibility and newness. 

Sensemaking makes an association between leadership and learning that proposes the two are 
interdependent (Pye, 2005). There are two key components to this. Firstly leadership needs to elicit 
all the parts of the puzzle held by people who sometimes don’t even know they have something to 
contribute; and second, in what some call sensegiving, leadership puts out an interpretation or mean-
ing acts as a reference point or point of calibration for others to contest or confirm that interpretation 
and meaning. The larger story here is that learning has become a continual, unfolding, piece-by-piece 
process in organizations and one that needs a leadership sensibility to give it shape, permission, 
momentum and impact.
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Conclusion
There is a story or narrative underlying this chapter – in fact there are probably a number and you may 
even have built one for yourself – but we’ll try and round out ours here. Many textbooks don’t have 
chapters on leadership, learning and development and, where they do, it tends to be a more direct ‘how 
to’ develop leadership than this one presents. What we have tried to do is assume you will one day be a 
sponsor, researcher, facilitator, participant, decision-maker or evaluator of leadership development and 
to equip you to be that through the different sections of this chapter. 

The first part of our story is to pose the relationship between a form of leadership and an approach 
to development. So, we used experiential learning to associate crucible moments with more heroic types 
of leadership, and critical reflexivity with a more relational, emergent practice of leading. We would 
argue that in the future leadership development should be better able to differentiate itself in terms of 
development pedagogies and practices depending on its underlying assumptions about the leadership it 
is trying to develop. 

The second part is to support you to be critical researchers, providers and consumers of leadership 
development through being able to recognize and talk to the different assumptions that are brought to 
development and the tensions that underpin those. So the point isn’t being able to just classify func-
tionalist, interpretive, dialogic and critical discourses of leadership development, but to understand the 
impact of privileging dimensions such as performance, meaning, identity and power when organizing, 
participating or measuring the impact of leadership development.

Finally, we have proposed that the three terms in this chapter title – leadership, learning and development –  
are becoming more intimately linked as organizations seeking to navigate differently through contexts and 
scenarios that require people with shared work to keep learning together in order to recalibrate with changing 
contexts and patterns. In doing this we have tried to go beyond the proposition that leadership learning and 
development is solely about learning to lead and increasingly about leading learning.

In ending we would like to go back to the having/being distinction we used to separate out learning 
and development. We hope you have acquired knowledge about leadership development. For instance, you 
should be able to talk knowledgeably about crucible moments and critical reflexivity, the four different 
discourses that drive leadership development and a couple of the scholars we have used like Fromm and 
Foucault. In addition we hope you have been developing your sense of yourself in leadership as you have 
read through this chapter. Maybe you have set off a train of reflection on the moments when you have led 
or followed and have begun to be conscious about how you are shaping a leadership identity. Maybe you 
hear the word leader or leadership and you start to probe underneath it for assumptions about performance, 
relationships and power. This won’t feel so much like knowledge you have acquired but more like capac-
ities and skills you are trying to develop. We hope this chapter has given you a language, experience and 
confidence with both modes and that you take this into your own growth and experience with leadership.

We’re conscious, though, that many of you will not have consciously tracked with a learning or 
development process around leadership so we would like to introduce you to someone who has. This per-
son is just a few years older than you, is a health professional, and put himself forward for an 18-month 
cross-sectoral leadership development programme that required him to develop alongside 30-odd others 
as well as support others to learn with them back in their work context. The following excerpts come 
verbatim from their reflective journals and written on-line tasks. We offer this as a case study to help the 
story of this chapter come alive. 
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Case study: Developing leadership

Leadership to me is about recognizing your own strengths and weaknesses, understanding your own 
personality and what makes you successful and able to draw the best out of the team you work with to 
make your joint ventures successful; as well as recognizing the areas you need to find help or guidance 
in. It is about having a sense of purpose, a moral compass and an understanding of why you are taking a 
course of action. 

I think this course has taught me that leadership is and can be part of how I go about the work I do rather 
than a role I take on in certain times or places. It is a way of choosing to participate in an interaction to 
draw together, colleagues, groups and communities to stimulate, provoke and articulate the nature of change 
within that collective. It involves the exchange of ideas between peoples, communities, and the formation of 
partnerships. Leadership rather than something that is in you or me, it is something that is between you and 
me, it involves a tension between the people leading and following, it involves the sharing of ideas and the 
action and interaction of the collective.

Now read how this participant describes what has changed.
It is quite interesting that my response has shifted quite markedly from looking at the personal charac-

teristics of a leader to looking rather at the nature of the relationship between leadership and the collective 
of other leaders and followers. I have focused now much more on the development of skills that drive rela-
tionship rather than purely personal development. I have recognized that it is a way of interacting moment 
by moment – not solely when a ‘leadership crisis’ comes along. I think this is very important as it can be in 
small interactions that significant growth and change can occur. [Across all] that it is for doing good and that 
there is a personal ethos and sense of responsibility that drives it.

Reflecting on experience
I think both the highlight and lowlight of my leadership experiences was the first cardiac arrest I was called to. 
It was the early hours of the morning and I was called to the ward to see a woman who was gravely ill – an 
emergency call was sent out but for what seemed like the longest few minutes of my life it was myself and 
one nurse resuscitating Mrs A. This was not the chaos and drama of a medical TV show. It was quiet, 
and collected, the patient was ventilated, CPR was started and drugs administered, we worked as a team and 
help arrived. It is with hindsight and careful reflection on what has happened that we are able to learn from 
experiences such as these and think what could have been done differently. I wonder if anything could have 

1.  The above descriptions of leadership were written at different stages of the leadership 
development programme by our case study participant. Read each of them and identify: 

 • What is similar in his perception about leadership across all three definitions?
 • What has changed about his perception about leadership from the first to the 

last definition?
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been done to detect Mrs A’s deterioration so that assistance could have been called earlier. I am thankful for 
the development in our hospital of a system to detect patients who are unwell – an early warning scoring 
system that is used by our nurses to assist them to call for help earlier which should lead to improved patient 
outcomes. I feel that part of what I can do differently is to ensure better systems are in place within our hos-
pital and thus participate in the ongoing audit of these systems. It made me realize two very important things, 
firstly that I could do it, that I could manage this event and what it was like to be the leader in something 
that influenced life and death. Secondly it reminded me why I do what I do. As I, close to tears myself, talked 
to her family about what had happened, I realized that my sadness was because of the value I have for human 
life and my hope to help my patients. I felt when I talked to her family afterward that despite our minutes of 
solitary CPR in a dark cold ward, we could say truly that we did ‘everything we could’.

Discourse work
Over the course of this year I have been involved in setting up a forum at a hospital. I came into it with the 
realization that for this to be a sustainable venture, and for it to continue to work into the future, there had 
to be investment from the other doctors who were planning on being there longer term after I would have 
moved on with my training programme. That led me to a realization that ‘taking over’, organizing and planning 
and taking all the responsibility myself was not going to lead to a sustainable solution. The question I had to 
ask myself was ‘who do I need to be’ in this scenario to help others make it happen. One of the constructs 
I found really useful was the identity work we had been doing. When this was first presented I struggled a 
little with this idea, was it like putting on a costume, or playing a game, was it all artificial? One of the things 
I realized as I put this into practice in the scenario is that for me it was really about choosing aspects of ‘me’ 
that were right for the situation I was in. We are all multifaceted and have different ways of being in different 
situations. One of the things that I really learned during this was to be braver and try things out. I was able 
to remain genuine in terms of my vision and what I wanted to achieve but to still try different identities out 
and see what worked. For me one of the roles I tried was to move from my usual ‘take action, fixit’ approach 
to take more of a facilitator role. For me this was me learning to translate skills and ways of being that I had 
already, but to use them in a scenario where my tried and true, all out approach would probably not have been 
a successful longer term approach.

2. What does this participant learn about leadership in this reflection? 

3. In the chapter we talked about four core discourses of leadership development 
(functionalist, interpretive, dialogic and critical). Identify which discourse(s) this seems 
to be an example of and comment on what this discourse privileges (emphasizes) and 
what it leaves out or excludes?

(Continued)

05_Carroll et al_Ch_05_Part_II.indd   105 4/22/2015   9:56:54 AM



106 Brigid Carroll

Learning leading and leading learning
I have a belief that there is no point complaining about something if you are not prepared to make it better. 
I work in a large organization that has multiple complex functions and which is part of a wider network of 
health centres that must work together. I constantly see questions, possibilities, frustrations, and solutions, 
adaptations and energy in my work setting. I often see patients, colleagues, community groups who feel dis-
enfranchised and unable to input to the complex situations within health they find themselves in. Sometimes 
I feel this way myself! I feel I am already a passionate voice within my work, for my patients and the aspects 
of healthcare that affect them, for my colleagues in education and workforce issues. The larger frame of my 
leadership story is my question of how to make this bigger than me, to be part of a larger story of leadership 
within health?

4. This is the last entry this participant wrote for the course. Assume you are in a 
position to comment or guide this participant into the future. The participant asks 
‘how to make this bigger than me’. How could you answer given what you have read 
in terms of leadership, learning and development?

The key points in this chapter were …
 • Learning and developing are quite different, though both related to leadership. The difference is 

similar to the distinction between having knowledge and being in leadership.
 • Experience is an important part of learning leadership. Some scholars have highlighted the 

importance of ‘crucible moments’, which are big important moments that stand out in life. 
These moments can offer sudden insight that shapes us as leaders.

 • Other scholars point to the small ongoing experiences in life. The ability to learn from this 
unfolding stream of experiences is called critical reflexivity.

 • Even the idea of leadership as ‘objective’ knowledge needs to be held critically, for knowledge 
can be seen as a form of power, shaping the way we think. This affects what we learn about 
leadership and what it means to do leadership development.

 • Leadership development is thus shaped by up of four different perspectives:

 functionalist – skills orientation for leader performance;
 interpretive – focused on meaning and context of leadership;
 dialogic – leadership as messy and ongoing, related to identities;
 critical – leadership development as a technology of power.

 • Learning and leadership are interconnected in that leadership is integral to organisational 
sensemaking and sensegiving. This link is especially important as organizations seek to 
navigate through uncertainty.

(Continued)
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Further thinking
Day, D. (2001). Leadership development: A review in context. The Leadership Quarterly, 11(4), 581–613.

Questions:

1. How is leader and leadership development defined in this article? What kinds of processes, technologies 
and learning formats support each?

2. Think of your own development or education (maybe the one you are reading this chapter for). Is it leader 
or leadership orientated? What tells you this? How might you redesign the experience to re-orientate it?

3. Think of an organization, community or social group you are in or have an awareness of. What kind of 
human and/or social capital does it need in the future? How does it link to the leadership you think it 
needs? How does this article help you with how to go about growing these different types of capital? 

Grint, K. (2007). Learning to lead: Can Aristotle help us find the road to wisdom? Leadership, 3, 231–245.

Questions:

1. Does the author think that leadership can be taught? Argue your answer.
2. What’s the difference between techne, episteme and phronesis? Can you give examples from your own 

broad learning experience of the three?
3. If you had the opportunity to design a learning course for the leaders prominent in your own community/

society that acknowledges their current strengths but further develops them then what would you 
emphasize (techne, epistem or phronesis)? Why? For what purpose?

Gagnon, S. and Collinson, D. (2014). Rethinking global leadership development programmes: The interrelated 
significance of power, context and identity. Human Relations, 35(5), 645–670.

Questions:

1. Which discourse(s) (functionalist, interpretive, dialogic, critical) are driving the viewpoint of the authors 
and their approach to the development programmes they analyse in this article? How does this influence 
what they focus on in this article and what do they not engage with?

2. What is an ‘idealized leader identity’? How was this similar and different across the two programmes 
discussed in this article? What aspects of leaders and leadership discussed in this book seem present and 
absent in these idealized leader identities? What is it about our organizations and societies that reinforce 
or challenge these idealized leader identities?

3. After reading this article and the account of these two leadership development programmes what 
tensions do you see as important for those who sponsor, design, provide and participate in leadership 
development? What, after reading this chapter and these further thinking articles, might help engage with 
such tensions constructively?
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Leadership on screen
We want you to watch the New Zealand film Whale Rider (2002). This film is about a small Maori (New Zealand’s 
indigenous people) community on the coast of New Zealand. There’s a consciousness portrayed throughout the 
film that this community needs to find and grow its next generation of leadership. In doing so the film plays out the 
legacies and traditions of learning in this community, the encroachment of more modern and contemporary notions 
of leadership, the conflict between established and emergent leadership, and the different ways that leadership is 
developed by different characters. Neither leadership nor development is a neutral process in this film and instead 
is deeply cultural, anchored in a historical and political context, and intimately related to the identity stories of its 
main characters.

After watching the film answer the following clusters of questions:

1. What kinds of understandings of leadership are held by those in this film and how does this shape their 
attitudes to leadership learning and development? What big crucible and small routine life moments are 
key in these for the main characters?

2. What supports the leadership learning and development of characters? (Think of knowledge, skills, 
relationships, rituals, identity work, stories and artefacts (objects).)

3. Try and play the film through your four discourse lenses – functionalist, interpretive, dialogic and critical. 
What kinds of debates/tensions on performance or effectiveness, relationships and meaning, identity and 
complexity, power and voice come through for you?

4. Be reflective about your own community, history and traditions. How have these shaped your 
understandings of leadership? How have these developed you in terms of leading/following? Have you 
come into contact with other approaches to leadership that have challenged these and what has resulted 
from that?
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