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term strategic planning in a ﬂgid aqd uncertain world:
controlling organizations while attempting to remain flexible; stewarding em.
ployees through processes of change whilst maintaining one’s credibility;
motivating whilst keeping an eye on profitability; and remaining nimble-
minded while crafting innovative futures. The demands of leadership are
simultaneously delightful and daunting, which is probably why more books,
research theses, and articles are published on the subject than any other aspect
of business or management.

However insurmountable the challenges of leadership may appear, many
senior managers meet the demands and some even manage to do so with style!
Others, no matter how hard they try, regardless of their brilliance or past
achievements, fail. Why is this? A scan of the business sections of the popular
press would doubtlessly provide the ‘correlation” oriented student with enough
data to apparently answer this question. Successful businesses, it would seem,
rise to their lofty heights because of the efforts of talented management teams.
Despite the difficulties of emerging technologies and the vagaries of the
markets, .these select groups have managed to step with grace through the
:;rls;-tfc_;ln igd::gz;ngoe;legﬁ? with the spoils. On -th(? other hapd, orgapjzgtiolrlls
st it vl Fhabs, epratewedarc-z often the victims of failures within the

& stadont o'l yop 3 and not because of a lack of management talent

uman behavior will quickly recognize this relationship be-

tween success and leadership, and failure d ci 1f-serving
attribution. That is, we as hum and circumstances, as a sel-se d
g ans have an innate tendency to believe g0°

Conducting long-

agement issues, the response wi
is the market, in some case
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ortant thing for us to kn

occasionally the government! The imp
OW is what

causes leaders or their organizations” environments to be more or less inf]
uen-

dal. Central S EXplanat‘i on of this is an understanding of the |
jiscretion available to leaders in any given situation € level of

It is broadly accepted that, to some ext
' ance of their firms. The widely publicize
| growth of a global search and headhunt
| contemporary organization to talent
these beliefs, underscoring a deeply,
of leadership is instrumental to susta

. d pay rates of senior executives, the
industry, and the attention paid by the
development are surface indicators of
often tacitly held conviction that quality

ment inable growth. Of course, while this is the
generally accepted view in contemporary management circles, it could be

argued.that it would seem less than beneficial for leaders to make any alterna-
tive claim. _O.n the othtler hand researchers, unencumbered by the limitations of
their practitioner subjects, have a well-established (even if not well read by
management practitioners) school of thought that argues to the contrary. It
articulates that managers really don’t matter very much. Proponents of this
view, who are broadly categorized as population ecologists, take a somewhat
Darwinian perspective, explaining corporate performance as a function of fit
between the organization and its environment.! Organizations are, from this
perspective, too large, slow, cuambersome, political, and socially embedded for
mere leaders to influence them much and so, if organizations find that they are
apoor fit for their changing markets, they simply die out and are replaced by a
better-fitted species. The only solution available to managers and to organiza-
tions in this scenario is to engage in regular cycles of ‘creative destruction,
where the entire organization is radically redesigned from top to l_)ottgm with
the aim of continually readjusting itself to meet rapidly changing %ndustry
environments and customer needs.” This view, of course, is closely a]{gned to
the perspective that all organizations, over their lifespan, are engaged in cycles
of quiet evolutionary periods which are disrupted by a significant cha]linge M
leadershjp crisis which demands a short, sharp period of revolutionary ¢ ang;:l.d

The counter-claim is that managers really do matter and thaf; leade;fs can ﬂieir
do change the course of their organizations and so materially aftect

i that change the

Performance and in some cases make profound .dlﬁefniist intractable of
ndusry. In this counter-claim, even leader® fac? 3 talie a difference. Take,
Problems such as crime on city streets can -ang b Otltlré ress as having cleaned
for ¢xample, Rudi Giuliani who is widely credite " 3;1 terpmous powers of a city
U the streets of New York in the 1990s. Surely if the

: lex organization
Mayor can be enacted to effectively lead the leifiz;?i.cgﬁtpthjs would be to
of city bureaucrats and police, then Jeaders mus e city organization

e B . nvone in th
Presume that it was in fact Giuliani or indeed any least one notable

) : York. At :
it Mmanaged to reduce the crime rate 1l Newd Stephen Levitt, disagrees:
“Ward-winnir 1ig economist, the Harvard-educated St€p
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ially, offered an alternative explanation for

He, Fath‘?r ;);;r (;Zilicsliiut):[he 1990s as an effect of legalizing aborti;};e. *Cuctiy,
Ofcrm.le mthe Roe vs. Wade case in 1973. He posits that rather thanm € Usy
foggWﬂé;g iani for his efforts we can see that ‘legalized abortigy lzgngratu.
Snwgntedness; unwantedness leads to high crime; legalized abortion, tfh less
e el s crime.”* In other words the teenagers of the 19905 w, Iniflre.
have become criminals were simply never born. While this explanatjoy, tip bt
viewed as morally outrageous, if it 1:1as even a semblance of truth 312 ¢
Giuliani’s success in the war on crime: is at least partly due to 3 Change’ in }in
organization’s environment and not s1rpply thff result of his leadership, Takes
in the extreme, he got lucky by being in the right place at the right i, " 2
took credit for the inevitable. .

The risk in following the course of this argument is that we get caught in g,
rather academic and black and white divide of whether managers do o d0n’i
matter. A more pragmatic course is to perhaps try to understand the cireyp,
stances in which leaders have a greater or lesser effect. Phrased slightly
differently, we are trying to understand the extent of the constraints on 5
leader’s discretion. Broadly speaking, these constraints come in at least twg
forms:’ the operating environment and the organization itself.

Let us consider in the first instance the operating environment which, for
commercial organizations, can usually be described by the concept of its industry
In some cases, the industry will confer more discretion on a leader than in others,
Take for example the differences between the software industry and the forestry
industry. If we consider just three factors that affect the discretion afforded to
these industries, product commoditization, demand stability, and capital inter
sity, we can easily identify the software industry as a high-discretion industry and
forestry as a low-discretion industry (see Table 13.1). The net effect is that
managers in the software industry have a greater latitude of action and so firm
izzfggrgariie in ahe software: i_ndustry is relatively more affected by maf_lagzlsain
managezs c:nmd ustr;lr cpnchhgns. In the case of the forestry industry (de o 4t
constrained in t}?e‘re By s about th ¢ matker pice of 1058 al']onels of
their industry whjller sag:flélv(‘),ns. On this basis, forestry managers are prs

are managers roam free.

TABLE 13.1 Discretion in different industries

Software Forestry
Product commoditization Low High
Demand stability Low High
Capital intensity Low High
Overall discretion High L
_—
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underst_andably slow to change. As the markets tightened, their slack
dwindled, making their Ope€rating circumstances even more difficult
b them. Many of thekﬁrm§ tlllat pgtj)@ered in this phase were new start-ups,
unencum_bered by sun C%Pltah, tra t101‘_18, and powerful cultures. These new
organizations, OPEratng the same industry, provided the opportunities
for their founders to build capabilities that met the emerging market needs,
leaving their trad1t10n:en;urn_§ered predecessors imprisoned by their organ-
ations’ histories. This inability of an organization to change even when
Jarm bells are ringing loudly that the market is changing has been described
35 ‘cultural Jock-in”® and is a powerful example that often ‘strong’ cultures
which are allowed to develop, or even are purposefully created, in organiza-
tions can eventually become pathological to an organization’s own well-being,
competitiveness, and sustainability.

Knowing whether an industry, an organization, or both give or constrain a
leader’s discretion should help us understand the circumstances in which
managers matter most, and indeed, the research would seem to bear this
out” On average managers in high-discretion contexts matter more than
those in low-discretion contexts. But ‘on average’ isn’'t much use when we
need to consider a specific case. No organization has an average leader. They
have real people who lead individual lives and while some industries undoubt-
Ed.IY have inherent constraints, sometimes the constraints are more in the
minds of the industry leaders. A lucid example is that of the airline industry
Wh{Ch, in a few years in the 1980s, lost more money than it had made in its
tntire history. It almost repeated this remarkable feat in the aftermath of the

11 September attacks. Its lack of fluid resources, capital intensity, and, apart

om infrequent shocks. d d stability provided all of the characteristics of a
e ey 11 established and all

L‘:‘W‘dl_scre-;tion industry. The rules of the game were Well ¢ he 2
wagsmzénons followed a similar patter of competition with little variation. Tl t}?
Sout;lmtﬂ Herb Kelleher brought low-cost carriers to the, fore m America wi ;
Subs West Airlines, followed in Europe by Michael O'Leary's Ryanair, a}?i
induzque.ntly Stelios Haji-loannou’s easyJet. Their subsequent 51'1:1c;cess in ;e:
ab] try s well documented. So how were they able to take on the consi

3 un : was that
W Operator ncumbered Dy the cors
Otgan: p s were clearly une nd had the discretion to

estabh-sﬁuqns' They developed new organizations a ’ oces. Their
€rent cultures, policies, routines, standards, and proc .
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in 1l i i were constraine
ounterparts embedded in the full service businesses, rz - 21)
: ttftsarreiationships business models, capital structures, pa e tsj,
contracts, , pay agreemen

kly recognized this. The reaction of some was insight.

’?nlda;n; Eﬁie;r;gtt:;}:n?ivl? rival organizations such as Buzz and Go that would be
u

hae . the discretion to take op
unencumbered by thcfir existing C];(indm}:);s zggthsﬁfcess g Tt s
the pretenders to their thror}e. T e ?;le ucalllly well documented. Why though
lack of success of these organizations 1> 4 ere lifted, could these fledgling
if the constraints of the existing organizations w
i rvive? . ) .

Oﬁ?}ingezgérfsu can partly be explained by the third type (})1f dlSCFetmI? l‘fon‘
straint, the leaders themselves. While the offshoots of the rilllaJOT hall' nes
benefited from the organizational discretion a.fforde.d to them through a lac.k
of established assets, processes, and routines in their new organization, their
senior executives were experienced airline people and, while they had t.he
potential to benefit from this discretion, perhaps they were unable to perceive
and act on it. On the other hand the leaders of the new low-cost airlines had no
such experiential constraints; before entering the airline industry Kelleher was
a practicing lawyer, O’Leary an accountant, and Stelios a serial entrepreneur.
Rather than being imprisoned by their knowledge of the industry and the rules
they couldn’t break, they used their innovative capabilities to the full to find
new ways of building the most profitable airlines of the twenty-first century. By

not being part of the culture of the industry in which they found themselves

leaders, they were enabled to think outside the established cultural paradigms
of the sector. If we articulate culture as simply the subconscious acceptance of

the way things are done around here,” and these new industry leaders were not
of this culture, we can see they had a greater level of conscious awareness of the
way things are not done around here, which equipped them with a sensitivity to

the potential pathol

ogies of the industry they £ int in ti
So we can clearly y they faced at that point in time.

_ide.ntify that the nature of the industry matters and the
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sssible to Know thlls Zil%hgaiq maqa(giers have the time and could they handle
the complexity HIVOIVEH: In mind that we are now well embedded in an
_ Om]atjon-samrated WOI‘.ld' where'we are bombarded with views, analysis, and
jara at 2 rate that makes it impossible to filter and sift through the continually
norphing streams of, ég:latal tgat we are presented with in what has been called the
rention economny. Leaders, like all Qf us, need to limit the amount of
informatiO;l that they Lan process, apd this creates what is known as bounded
qtionality. To cope with information ove{rload, leaders develop internalized
approm'maﬁons of the world they operate 1n; approximations which might be
thought of as personal maps of the business reality that they must grapple with
on a day-to-day basis.

These maps are developed over time as leaders gain experience, posit theories
of the world they operate in, and test these theories in practice. Of course when
testing our theories we have a tendency to look for only the supporting informa-
tion and discard the rest, thus exposing the possibility of developing inaccurate,
put trusted maps. Thus when two leaders face the same ‘reality’ (environmental
and organization discretion) they will interpret this reality differently. They will
overlay the complexity of the ‘real” situation which they face with their own
simplified version of reality in the form of their experientially developed idiosyn-
cratic maps. In this way each leader sees their future options through the lens of
past experiences. This allows them to learn from the lessons of the past, but at
the same time imprisons their minds within the limits of the map. When leaders
operate in circumstances where the future is by and large a replica of their
past, those with experience and well-developed maps are likely to flourish. The
uninitiated and the naive will have to expend their energy learning costly ‘new’
lessons. However in circumstances where the future will most likely involve
significant change to meet a desired outcome perhaps both in the industry and
the organization, these experienced leaders may find themselves disadvantaged.
Insuch situations, the old-timers’ demonstrative stories of past failures intended to
helpfully teach the inexperienced the lessons of experience are often interpreted as
holding on to the past’ when perhaps new mindsets or maps are needed.

In addition to the embeddedness of thought that these maps create, they
“Teate other issues as well. The maps are, by their very nature, deeply personal.
Our individual psychological make-up is contributed to by forces and experi-
€0ces that are not necessarily of our choosing, but which exert phenomenal
nfluence gyer how we experience reality and the world in which we live. Often

tS¢ experiences are painful or traumatic and our world-view or personal
Paradigm develops to help us subconsciously protect ourselves. In particular we
ATe drawn to states of mind and being that reduce pain and tension for us. We
<0 become aware of our world-view if somebody asks us to ‘see things from
cOeu' Point of view’ or ‘take a different’ perspective. What they are asking us to

"sider is an alternative map. However, because these maps are so personal,

247



Lead the Change

and function to protect us from reliving difficult and traum:ltlf higfzegcles in
the future, we tend to treat any threat to them bl Nd lapse
into defen;ive mode. In this mode we try to convmcelthe Otll:e'r person that oyr
map is the ‘right’ one. They then take this as an assault onlt eir OVZnhmaP and a
dysfunctional cycle of arguing about maps rather than exclla On?gllr ality, ensues,
To make progress in situations that require chafnge, and to Wly engage with
that change, leaders need to be able to engage in a constructive dialogue that
stretches and extends the boundaries of their knowledge and the knowledge of
others with whom they interact. - _ .
This process is problematic for everyone who attempts it; behaworal scien-
tists assert that our core need as human beings is for self-protection. Managers
and executives working in organizations in developed economies probably face
their cognitive map violation on a much more regular basis than perhaps any
other occupation. The reason for this is that they are continually, even relent-
lessly involved at the coalface of determining what an organization’s reality is.
In the early 1970s, Henry Mintzberg'® overturned much of the accepted
management theory on how managers actually spend their time, by positing
that the vast majority of managerial time is spent in interpersonal communi-
cation. If Mintzberg's findings are generalizable to the broader population of
managers, they must face challenges from all quarters as to what their organ-
izational reality is, how it is changing, and how future challenges should be met.
Key_ to the ‘co-creation’ of organizational realities with all stakeholders (organ-
1zat.10na1 actors, shareholders, customers, etc.) is the ability to do something
which very often only highly trained counsellors, psychotherapists, and psy-
choanalysts do; to enter the mindset of the individual or groups with whom

they dialogue. Influential psychologists from the 1960s human potential move-
ment, sgch‘as .Carl. Rogers and Abraham Maslow, stressed the importance of
developing “active listening’ skills as crucial too]

s to help overcome conflicts and

to cr i i ivi i
i eate condgcwe workn'lg and living environments. It must be stipulated that
§ 1S not a universal requirement thoy

h, and extended dial in the face of
short- : £ d e ogue in the fac
by-an :ler;;,ciagenges % [ ‘alwa.ys a great idea. In fact it can lead to ‘paralysis-

analy imes when direction is most needed. Sometimes a leader needs
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caching 2 conclusion that while the industry and organizational
e aré f rter, so too does the leader’s perception of these realities; and
contex® Ilnihe Jeader’s perception of their discretion. There are several defini-
Partic ar hat management actually is, but when we consider what it is that senior
rons of W ally do, the following one is helpful: manaiging is ‘the creation and
andg" ac(;u;fpractical meaning in organised activity.” This definition empha-
aint;:;a?ole that leaders play in offering a clear picture of what organizational
siz€5 are, and the practical and purposeful reasons for why they need to create
reahzezrgal’]jzational world-views: to provide a map for the organization to
te};Eescu'vely meet its goals. . ,

One of the most interesting findings of Robert Galavan ‘s rec’ent research l_las
been a challenge to the almost totgl acceptance of the ‘fact’ that th_e major
influence on Jeaders’ maps, and their perception F’f t.he discretiqn avaJl.able to
hem, is their experience. Most smdfznts of orga}mzlz‘lztl.onal beha}v1our will have
come across the concept of seleFtlve perception ” in prescribed textbopks.
Despite the canonical status (?f this concept, there is l}owever re!ati\.rely little
51;431)cart13 for the original findings that managers selectively perceive issues on
the basis of their experiences. In his research, Galavan found that in addition to
experience the personality of the manager is at least as and perhaps more potent
anindicator of their perceived discretion. That is, when we discount differences
based on industry or organization, and even differences based on their personal
work and educational experiences, we find that some managers inherently
perceive that they have more discretion than others. The implication is that
two managers with the same experiences, faced with the same situation, will
hold a different perception of the discretion available to them and consequently
act differenly,

The implications for leaders of these findings are profound. If we need a
manager to lead change, not only must we take into account their experience,
;E};lg;fossftlal élﬁld i1'1dust'ry, but we must also consider the perceptions they hold
research 1k 2 the d1§cret1op managers have more generally. It is clear from Fhe
it re:h their views will vary widely. We can surmise Fhat Whenl perception
is probably 3 tYoar(l:ld rlrllji\lnagers have an accurate understfmdmg of their world _thls

Ut the realig 0 1t1 g. If, however, the leader perceives they can do npthmg,
TCOgniing ttgaisdz at t.hey'can c'io much, they will miss an opportunity. But
all the e scretion is available does not mean that lea‘ders. need to have
to fespond to £he Ead_ers can create enoggh slack in the Qrganmatlpn t'o allow it
Merge, Boihe er111v1ronment itis posmbl_e that a learning organization might
in fact the e ot £x haqd aleader perceives that thfay can create change when

Culties andtlells tqulFe different then the outcome is likely to be fraught with

o avoid miSSeil ration for f::\.rerybody involved. . .
avail e e g Opportunities and the frustration of expending effort to
consider how people learn about the world around them.

iy
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In organizational settings getting to ‘know’ things is a largely a social interpret-
ation process, or in Karl Weick’s term ‘sensemaking.”'* Through making senge
of the world around us we come not to really know reality, but to move to
agree on the premiss for reality—what has worked in the past, and what wi]|
work in the future. Once most of the players in the game agree on that reality
and play by the rules then all is fine. Economists might explain the ‘rules’
people may learn and play by them, then the market will function as expected.
This familiar economic modeling of a market scenario, however, is very often
different from how markets operate in the real world. These models, at a
particular point in time, merely present a good working approximation of how
markets operate. Failure to recognize that this is merely an approximation of
reality, rather than reality itself, means leaders can fall into the trap of impri-
soning their minds and consciously or unconsciously blocking all other options
that might have been available to them, options that not only challenge, but
change the rules of the game.

Leaders are ultimately prison inmates of one kind or another. The only
question is whether it is a high-security or an open prison and the industry
characteristics will often give us the answer. The difference between the
leader’s prison and the criminal’s prison is that the leader’s bars are sometimes
mental constraints and not physical. Leaders can break free of the bars by
deciding to do just that. The key element to remember in this regard is, once
again, discretion. Senior managers who make a real difference to the organiza-
tions that they lead are ones who actively choose to confront the limitations
that their own world-view places upon them in an effort to transcend the bars
that have been built for them. It is interesting to note that topics such as self-
awareness and personal development are being articulated with greater regu-
larity in the literature associated with the fields of management development
and management learning. These processes are key to assisting leaders in
understanding their personal maps, their values, principles, and the internal
psychological barriers that might inhibit their personal effectiveness.

One approach to help leaders develop their understanding can be broadly
described as reflective practice, where leaders are urged to systematically reflect
on their own performance, decisions, and reaction to stressful scenarios that
may have arisen in their work. The practices associated with this family of
approaches are broad and range from group counseling to personal joumal
keeping, but the aims are the same: to help managers gain an awareness 0
themselves, their behaviors, and their mental maps in order that they can
recognize their limitations and address them through processes of personal
development, and also to maximize the talents and skills that they have.

A second approach involves managers developing a deeper understanding 0
what may have happened to them during their crucible experiences.ls Painful
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s of failure, reputational damage, even humiliation are valued be-
rvived, they strengthen a manager's resolve and develop a much
Cause.d esilience for the tu;bulent times ahead. Most importantly, they are
de experiences in assisting the. transformation from manager to leader,
early communicatct leadership .a.bfhtles b)f forcing individuals to stretch
llectual and emotional capabilities. .Vanous leaders are eulogized in
siness context (some even choose to lavish praise on themselves); but it is
the bV ing to note that leaders who have made their way into popular under-
m[eaeistlsgof leadership are ones who themselves have been forced into posi-
T n? self-assessment and personal transformation through actual physical
.non;s(:,nment. Gandhi, Nelson Mandela, Aung San Suu Kyi, and Anwar Sadat
m:,pirl dividuals who directly confronted their own maps for viewing their
i.forld and their relationship to social reality and, despite the obstacles they
ficed, chose to reassess and transform themselves. By being placed in a pos-
iion where they have effectively lost everything, including their freedom,
leaders who emerge from the crucible experience intact have been through a
process which has radically widened the dimensions of their personal map. The
experience of being imprisoned in a very real sense actually led these leaders to
realize the potential they had for exercising discretion about how they would
conduct their own public professional lives. With just a few anecdotal examples
like this we can say clearly that leaders do matter. But it is perhaps more
important to recognize that some leaders matter more than others and not just
because of the circumstances they found themselves in. In the early days of
Ryanair, a friend of one of the authors of this chapter berated him for using a
case study based on the airline. He was told that they ‘knew’ the industry, as
they had worked in it, and that you couldn’t fly planes at that cost. Luckily for
OlLeary and the other low-cost carriers it appears the entire industry ‘knew’
this low cost model couldn’t work, and left them to get on with it. Time has
i?fr‘gsvery clearly that it does work aqd now less thafn.a hfmdful of low-cost
b eaccount for most of the Proﬁts in the global a%rhne mdustry.' .
laders ‘sl?cr’nples that we have discussed are supportive pf the position that
Cutnhereg 1 Orc‘rrlhestrateq strluctural change w1th1}'1 mdustru_es often were unen-
times of Cha):] the lcl)rgamzauonal constraints their competitors faced. _Dunng
antly the pers oge,lt ese .leader_s exe-rused t.he organizational and most import-
their ‘Scretionna perceived discretion ayaﬂable to them. All leadelts can expand
» not through accumulating more facts about the circumstances

0 wh;
hich they find themselves nor better understanding the rules of the game,

Witl? ?egalllriﬁth have value. The real differences come through an engagement
Persong] <ty ghaE a deeper level, a level that allows the leader to reflect on the
e Chal]il ths” they hold and recognize how they are imprisoned by them.

' enge for leaders is to recognize and act on the discretion the

Cumgty
n 3 K € - »
¢es offer and then to have the ability to reflect on that ‘reality

. ce
erien
off if su

their int€
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through an understanding that this is just their own idiosyncratic view shapeq
by the facts, but also their personality, beliefs, and learning experiences from
the past. The first step in breaking free of the discretion prison is to realize that
you are in a prison. Having done this, the most capable leaders will haye the
personal strength and drive to stick with their view when appropriate, ang the
humility to learn from others when the time is right. The question for yoy
which kind of leader will you be? In the final analysis it matters not whethe,
you believe you can make a difference or not—either way you will be right!
Think about it—then do something about it.
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