


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Network Leadership 

Across organisations and communities there are leaders who manage to get 
things done through their ability to understand how a network of individuals 
connect, who to talk to and how to bring people together in the right constel-
lation of effort. These are “network leaders”. 

Network Leadership enables readers to identify and make the most of informal so-
cial and organisational networks in order to challenge the status quo effectively 
and facilitate greater engagement and productivity. Not only will the research 
in these chapters help you become a better leader and manager of your own 
team or department, it will also help make you a better network leader, effecting 
positive change across teams, and departmental and organisational boundaries. 
Leaders who facilitate action do so through four key practices: they understand 
the social systems in which they work; they have convening power, uncovering 
and connecting underlying movements and giving voice to something that is 
worth listening to; they lead beyond their formal authority; and they possess the 
power of restless persuasion and a capacity to thrive in complexity and crises. 

This book is invaluable reading for those who have mastered the basics of lead-
ership but wish to take the next steps. It is particularly relevant to organisations 
and managers dealing with the geographic separation of business units, change, 
innovation, matrix management, project or portfolio management and other 
cross-departmental projects. 

James Whitehead is a Senior Lecturer in Strategic Management at Cardiff 
Metropolitan University, Wales, and an Associate of PSA Training and Devel-
opment, where he worked as senior lead consultant for six years before taking 
up his current post. Prior to that he was an offcer in the British Army, spe-
cialising in leadership and management education and infuence operations in 
Afghanistan. 

Mike Peckham is Managing Partner at Gadhia Consultants, Managing Direc-
tor of PSA Training and Development and Chairman of Airbox Systems. 



 
 
 

“We only truly grow up when we know what it is to be fully human. In our 
hands we are being given technology tools that are transforming what we can 
do and how we grow. But just because we can do it, doesn’t make it good for us. 
The world needs leaders who thrive on living in this tension and use tools for 
growing transparency of truth. That’s good for all of us.” 

Ruth Dearnley OBE, CEO, STOP THE TRAFFIK 

“Mike and James have produced a timely gem of a handbook for leaders at all 
levels. Leading amidst the profound shifts in how we live, work and relate to 
one another demands we evolve how we lead, and Network Leadership shows us 
how.” 

Neil Ventura, Executive Vice President, Strategy & 
Innovation (De Beers Group) 

“In Network Leadership, James and Mike connect the dots beautifully in laying 
out what it means to be an agile and resilient leader in a rapidly changing 
world. I hope that you will fnd in Network Leadership tangible ideas to help you 
elegantly navigate your networks and galvanise action towards the change you 
believe in.” 

Demi Edosomwan, Managing Director, TotalEnergies Ventures 



 
 

Network Leadership 

Navigating and Shaping Our 
Interconnected World 

James Whitehead and Mike Peckham 



Cover image: © Getty Images

First published 2022
by Routledge
4 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RN

and by Routledge
605 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10158

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business

© 2022 James Whitehead and Mike Peckham

The right of James Whitehead and Mike Peckham to be identified as authors of this work 
has been asserted in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and 
Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilised in any 
form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter invented, 
including photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, 
without permission in writing from the publishers.

Trademark notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks or registered trademarks, 
and are used only for identification and explanation without intent to infringe.

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Names: Whitehead, James (Senior lecturer), author. | Peckham, Mike, author. 
Title: Network leadership: navigating and shaping our interconnected world / 
James Whitehead and Mike Peckham. 
Description: Abingdon, Oxon; New York, NY: Routledge, 2022. | Includes 
bibliographical references and index. 
Identifiers: LCCN 2021046988 (print) | LCCN 2021046989 (ebook)  
Subjects: LCSH: Leadership. | Business networks—Social aspects. |  
Organizational resilience. 
Classification: LCC HD57.7 .W475 2022 (print) |  
LCC HD57.7 (ebook) | DDC 658.4/092—dc23 
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021046988
LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021046989

ISBN: 978-0-367-54414-0 (hbk)
ISBN: 978-0-367-55254-1 (pbk)
ISBN: 978-1-003-09258-2 (ebk)

DOI: 10.4324/9781003092582

Typeset in Goudy
by codeMantra

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003092582
https://lccn.loc.gov
https://lccn.loc.gov


 

 

 

   

 

   

   

   

   

 

   

   

   

   

   

 

   

   

Contents 

List of Illustrations vii 

About the Authors ix 

Acknowledgements xv 

Introduction 1 

Part I: The Leadership Stage 5 

1 The World Is Changing 7 

2 Work and Organisations Are Changing 12 

3 Leadership Is Changing 20 

Summary 35 

Part II: Overview of Network Leadership 39 

4 Public Sector Perspective 41 

5 Third Sector Perspective 45 

6 Corporate Sector Perspective 51 

7 Our Perspective of Network Leadership 63 

Summary 67 

Part III: Understanding the Social System 71 

8 Actor and Social Networks 75 

9 Wicked Problems 90 



   

   

   

   

 

   

   

   

   

   

 

   

   

   

   

 

   

   

   

   

   

 

 

 

 

vi Contents  

10 Organisational Networks 98 

11 Social Network Analysis 105 

12 The Refective Practitioner 120 

Summary 126 

Part IV: Convening Power 129 

13 Power, Infuence and Behaviour 133 

14 Personal Manifesto 143 

15 Politics, Ethics and Trust 149 

16 Connective Power 157 

Summary 173 

Part V: Leading beyond Authority 175 

17 Leading from a Different Place 179 

18 Leading in a Different Way 194 

19 Dealing with Wicked Problems 205 

Summary 212 

Part VI: Restless Persuasion 215 

20 Resilience 219 

21 Being Comfortable in Chaos 223 

22 Leading in a Crisis 232 

23 Being Unreasonable with a Smile 236 

Summary 246 

Conclusion 248 

Appendix 1: A Brief History of Social Network Analysis 260 

Appendix 2: Leader Biographies 264 

Index 267 



   
   
   
      
       
      
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
      

 
   
   
    

Illustrations 

Figures 

1.1 Changing World of Work 13 
1.2 A Framework of Leadership 21 
1.3 Vectors of Leadership 22 
1.4 Organising Style – Leadership versus Management 29 
1.5 The Tension between “I/Me” and “We/Us” 32 
1.6 Decision-Making Context 36 
2.1 Ogden’s Network Leadership Roles 42 
3.1 Afghanistan Stability Dynamics 94 
3.2 Organisational Chart 106 
3.3 Social Network 106 
3.4 Social Network Map 113 
3.5 Weak Ties 116 
3.6 Strong Ties 116 
3.7 Infuencers 117 
3.8 Innovators 117 
3.9 Organisational Silos 118 

3.10 External Vulnerability 118 
4.1 A Model of Human Behaviour 140 
4.2 Phases of Network Growth 160 
5.1 Where the Magic Happens 180 
5.2 Source of Authority – The Role Of Questioning Insight 

With Seniority 200 
5.3 Problems and Solutions 205 
5.4 Approaches to Problems and Solutions 206 
6.1 The Relationship between ZPD and ‘Flow’ 237 



      
  

 
   

viii I l lus t ra t ions  

Tables 

1.1 Contrasting Principles of Heroic and Post-Heroic Leadership 32 
2.1 Relationship between Our Four Key Practices of Network 

Leadership and Other Perspectives 65 
2.2 Personal Assessment of Network Leadership 69 



Mike Peckham FRGS, FRSA, MA

Mike is Managing Partner at Gadhia Consultants, Managing Director of PSA 
Training and Development and Chairman of Airbox Systems.

He works internationally with senior leaders from the public, private and third 
sector. His work with outstanding leaders in a rapidly changing context has 
shaped his thinking about how leaders must shift how they think about what 
they do. His clients include Virgin Money, De Beers Diamonds, Starbucks, To-
tal Exploration and Production and EDF. He has worked extensively in West 
and sub-Saharan Africa.

He is a Trustee of the Armed Forces charity Hire a Hero; Chair of the trauma 
recovery charity SAFE; and founding Trustee of the Virgin Money Foundation. 
He is a member of the Advisory Board to Kina, a specialist firm providing Envi-
ronmental, Social and Governance consultancy to businesses across Africa. He 
is a Visiting Fellow at the Business School of the University of South Wales. 
He is a Fellow of the Royal Geographical Society and the Royal Society of Arts 
and a member of the Royal United Services Institute.

Mike – a personal perspective on Network Leadership and why “restless 
persuasion” matters

Almost as long as I have been a consultant, I have been told that the world is 
more uncertain, volatile and chaotic than it has ever been. Thirty years ago, 
in 1989, I can recall Tom Peters invoking, indeed goading, us to “thrive on 
chaos” and how everything was moving at an exponential rate. Bennis and 
Nanus (1985) term VUCA or a world of volatility, uncertainty, complexity and 
ambiguity has been dusted off and is being used to describe the world we live 
in. Indeed, there have been ever increasing challenges from management gurus 
to face “wicked problems” and to live in the “Age of Unreason” etc. I have no 
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doubt that if you are reading this you will be able to recant any number of book 
titles or aphorisms that broadly say the same thing. 

The paradox for me is that if we have been saying this for at least the last 30 
years, shouldn’t we just stop sensationalising it and say – this is the business re-
ality and move on. Business leaders today know that this is the case and don’t 
see anything other than the need to get on in a world that has a tempo and 
rhythm that they have adapted to. The Hungarian scientist Hans Selye’s frst 
used the term “general adaptation syndrome” to identify three distinct stages 
as the body and brain adapt to stress, moving from alarm to resistance and ul-
timately, without adaptation, exhaustion. In the long term, if we don’t adapt, 
we become exhausted. However, our bodies can become habituated to higher 
levels of stress. Arguably, people working “in” business have adapted but people 
working “on” business are still in the stage of alarm and resistance. 

Network Leadership isn’t a response to a new business reality, it’s not a consult-
ant inspired fad but an uncovering of a way of working that has existed below 
the surface of organisations as they struggle to make sense of how to act. As our 
impatience grows and we push the world to speed up, to collapse boundaries 
and become more interconnected and interdependent it is imperative to know 
how to act. Network Leadership provides an answer. 

David Goodhart’s (2017) book The Road to Somewhere was the frst to iden-
tify the tribal lines of the “anywheres” and the “somewheres”. The educated 
“anywheres” dominate the social and cultural debate and are defned by their 
portable career and educational achievements, whilst the “somewheres” are 
defned by the location they are rooted in. The rise of political populism could 
represent the frst two stages of the “general adaptation syndrome” – alarm and 
resistance and a demand for heroic leaders to save the day. 

The “heroic” leadership model, in which we pin our hopes and aspirations 
on a single omniscient and omnipotent individual to lead the way, becomes 
problematic when the challenges are bigger than a single brain can cope with. 
Network Leadership is an alternative model that draws on a web of connec-
tions to get things done. My understanding of Network Leadership is a result of 
working closely with hundreds of leaders across organisations globally, working 
closely with them through organisational change and upheaval and observing 
what enables them to act and mobilise those around them. 

So how do I defne and characterise “Network Leadership”? Network Leader-
ship is the ability and capacity to bring together people, ideas and resources to 
solve problems, create opportunities and deliver for a constituency. Network 
Leaders recognise that they don’t know the answer but those around them do; 
that they don’t own all of the resources to deliver for their constituents but 
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others within their network do; that their power comes from the ability to work 
across boundaries to connect ideas with action and people with resources. They 
are net contributors to their network in terms of connecting, energising and 
mobilising others to act. 

In the overly simplistic characterisation of leadership styles, heroic leaders are 
defned by their sense of destination; the trinity of “vision, mission and values” 
captures what they do, where we are going and how we will behave towards 
each other. The Network Leader works in a more subtle way informed by pur-
pose and belief; open to possibility and opportunity; working without authority 
but being infuential; prepared to shift and reconfgure in order to deliver. 

Network Leadership is not to be confused with distributed leadership; it’s not 
diluting the authority of the leader across others but using singular authority to 
enlist others in their sense of purpose. Network Leaders have a mental “man-
ifesto” that describes what they believe in, what they stand for and what they 
are trying to achieve. Mission, vision and values is replaced with manifesto 
thinking informed by a sense of restless persuasion. 

Network Leaders at the top use their power to bring people together from 
across, within and between organisations. Assembling cross hierarchical groups 
to solve problems, re-forming them as a project unfolds; always being open to 
possibility and opportunity. 

Network Leaders within organisations have an intuitive grasp of the social sys-
tem within their organisation: how decisions are made, how resources are allo-
cated and who determines who is listened too. They are frequently the “go to” 
people, the problem unlockers, and are sought out for their advice. 

Network Leadership challenges the orthodoxy of the conventional schools of 
leadership by asking leaders to think about themselves in relation to others 
inside and outside their organisation, over which they may have no authority; 
to ensure purpose and values are of equal importance and present in all they do. 
“Restless persuasion” is how Network Leadership is executed day to day. 

Dr James Whitehead FRSA, PhD, MSc, MEd 

James is a Senior Lecturer in Strategic Management at Cardiff Metropolitan 
University and an Associate of PSA Training and Development, where he 
worked as senior lead consultant for six years before taking up his current post. 
Prior to that he was an offcer in the British Army, specializing in leadership 
and management education, and infuence operations in Afghanistan. 

He has played a leading role in supporting individual and organisational learning 
in a wide variety of settings, both in the UK and abroad, and has an extensive 
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background in operational and strategic planning in large multinational con-
texts. He has worked as a facilitator, coach and mentor in the public, private 
and third sector, and has taught sociology and psychology in Further Education. 

His Doctoral thesis examined change leadership in the contested cultural en-
vironment of Northern Ireland, while his current research focuses on social 
networks and their contribution to understanding social capital and network 
leadership in organisational and community settings. He is a Fellow of the 
Royal Society of Arts. 

James – a personal perspective on Network Leadership and why networks 
matter 

In May 2008, while preparing for my frst operational tour in Afghanistan, I 
was invited to the Ministry of Defence (MOD) in London to be shown how 
US forces had tracked down and caught Saddam Hussein. I was taken to a 
windowless room in MOD Main Building and shown a large projected image 
of interconnected dots and lines, which my host called a network diagram, 
specifcally Saddam’s network. He pointed to various dots, identifying them as 
specifc individuals in Saddam’s inner circle, and to the lines that connected 
them, amongst a host of other individuals and links. The diagram had been 
created using data collected from tracking cell phones and Saddam’s capture 
had resulted, in part, from following one outlying connection, which led them 
to his hiding place in Tikrit. 

I, however, was going to the International Security and Assistance Force (ISAF) 
Headquarters in Kabul, Afghanistan, and my interest was not in fnding Osama 
Bin Laden. I wanted my host to explain how the same approach might be used 
to map terrorist networks, insurgent groups, criminal gangs and drug cartels in 
Afghanistan. How we might use this technology to identify the key players in 
Afghanistan and how they operated. The obvious use was in targeting, identi-
fying individuals for kill or capture by stand-off missiles or Special Forces, but 
as an infuence operative (social marketing is the closest civilian term) I was 
more interested in how information and ideas spread through social networks. 
If ISAF could identify the key nodes in the network of the broader population, 
perhaps we could target information at infuential people and better spread our 
narrative and messages through key indigenous audiences. 

Once in theatre, however, I found that the network approach, what I later 
came to know as Social Network Analysis, was largely unheard of. Undaunted, 
my international colleagues and I focused instead on key but under exploited 
groups such as female politicians and businesswomen and, most fruitfully, uni-
versity students. Students are infuential because as graduates they go back to 
their towns and villages with enhanced prestige and are listened to. 
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At the same time I realised that the network approach to infuence could be ap-
plied in the Headquarters. ISAF was extremely hierarchical and bureaucratic. 
To get things done at speed you needed a good network; you needed to be able 
to work across the chain of command not just laboriously up, across and down. 
Gradually, this network coalesced organically around a group of about a dozen 
colleagues, both military and civilian, and we called our group SECSI (Syn-
ergistic Exchange of Contacts, Stories and Information) and soon lots more 
people wanted to join. Who doesn’t want to be SECSI? 

We met at least once a week, connecting those who needed connections and 
support, within and outside ISAF, with those who could offer it. And it was 
through a female Afghan university student, who, unusually, approached me (a 
male foreigner) during a conference, that I was able to put the network to use. 

At Kabul University, she told me that female students are housed separately 
from the male students in a walled and gated enclosure. Their parents will only 
let them attend if the sexes live in rigidly separate accommodation blocks. To 
get to the University buildings, however, the young women had to walk down 
half a kilometre of road, which at night was unlit, because the streetlights had 
all been damaged years previously during the civil war. She asked if I could help. 

Seeing this as an opportunity to achieve something tangible and demonstrate 
ISAF’s positive message, I set about trying to fx the problem using my network. 
First, I got an introduction to the Vice-Chancellor of the University through 
a contact at the Ministry of Higher Education, who, in turn, was known to a 
member of SECSI. The next obvious step was to approach the reconstruction 
team in ISAF. Again, using contacts within SECSI I got an introduction to 
the German commanding offcer, but it turned out he had no money for re-
construction as there was no Provincial Reconstruction Team (PRT) in the 
capital, but he suggested I approach the French who controlled Kabul. I did this 
through a French colleague, but they had already allocated their budget for the 
year and Kabul was not a priority. 

So I changed tack. Again using SECSI, I contacted an American engineering 
company that worked in Afghanistan, including with British Forces at the Ka-
jaki Dam in Helmand province, and offered apprenticeships to local young men. 
They were interested in the project, seeing it as an interesting and worthwhile 
assignment for these apprentices. I visited the University with their Canadian 
chief engineer and we agreed on a plan. All we needed were metal poles to 
replace the existing streetlights, which were peppered with bullet holes. Fortu-
nately, the CEO of the engineering company, based in the United States, also 
liked the idea and, following a telephone call, he agreed to supply the metal 
poles. All I had to do was arrange for them to be shipped to Afghanistan by the 
US Air Force. 
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It was not to be. The US Air Force was not allowed to fy “civilian equipment” 
on military planes. I tried through ISAF’s own logistics chain and I had a plan 
to get the US Commander of ISAF involved through his German Chief of 
Staff, whose deputy was a friend of mine. But I was nearing the end of my tour 
and just ran out of time. But that was not the end of the story. I passed the pro-
ject to the SECSI network and eventually the University did get its streetlights 
but powered by solar panels not electric cables. I wished I had thought of that. 

My own failure, apart from an inability to see beyond my own assumptions, 
was a consequence of rotational tours of duty, which exposed a further network 
issue. Extended military operations in Afghanistan necessitated the rotation 
of personnel on a six-monthly basis. When this is charted hierarchically, it 
appears that such rotations have minimal effect. One individual leaves theatre 
and another qualifed individual immediately flls that space in the org chart. 
There is no indication of the actual impact on the organisation. However, if 
instead we visualise ISAF as a network, we can see the damage that rotations 
of personnel can cause. 

As an “individual augmentee” (military speak for anyone posted to an opera-
tional theatre and not part of a larger deploying unit), I arrived in Afghanistan 
and took over my job in ISAF headquarters. Despite having a short handover 
with the person I was replacing, at frst the only people I really knew were my 
boss and a handful of colleagues in our dusty offce. In a network diagram I 
would have shown up as a small node with few connections. As time passed, 
however, I made new connections and found British colleagues in other jobs 
throughout Afghanistan. Gradually, I developed further connections with other 
military organisations, UK and allied government agencies, host-nation agen-
cies, non-government organisations (NGOs) and so forth. On a network map, 
you would have seen me growing from a tiny node to a more signifcant con-
nective hub. 

Yet, when I left, just as clearly you would have seen that large hub instantane-
ously replaced by my replacement – a small node with few connections – and 
so it went on. When combined with the departure of numerous other hubs, this 
undoubtedly had a huge impact on the performance of ISAF against an indige-
nous and largely static enemy and was behind US pressure to extend European 
operational tours from six months to the US rotation pattern of one year. From 
a personal perspective, I left Afghanistan and later the British Army with a 
profound sense of the power of networks and our critical need to understand 
them. 
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Introduction 

Across organisations and communities, there are some leaders who manage to 
get things done through their sheer ability to understand how the network of 
individuals connect on the ground, who to talk to and how to bring together 
people in just the right constellation of effort that can make things happen. 
Our work with leaders in the public, private and third sector over many years 
has helped to identify these as what we now term “Network Leaders”, which 
we defne as those with: 

The capability to work across social boundaries, connecting ideas with ac-
tion and people with resources, in pursuit of shared goals. Leaders who, 
while open to possibility and opportunity, remain true to the core beliefs of 
alignment, synergy and restless persuasion. 

For us, Network Leadership has four components: two leadership components – 
convening power and leading beyond authority – bookended by two enabling 
components – understanding the system and restless persuasion. Understand-
ing the system is about identifying the nodes (individuals and groups) in your 
network, who they connect with and why and discerning where the knowl-
edge, capacity and resources lie. Convening power is about harnessing those 
components by attracting the right constellation of people around you, by 
having something to say that is worth listening to, which then requires you to 
lead beyond authority, turning your ideas into action with and without resort 
to formal hierarchical power and positional authority. Finally, restless persua-
sion is about having the energy and resilience to keep going despite setbacks 
and naysayers. It recognises that when you step beyond your formal authority, 
things get messy and slow. 

Network Leaders can see across organisations and communities and make the 
sum of the parts greater than the whole. They are leaders who know that op-
portunities and threats do not come neatly parcelled to ft within the hierarchi-
cal structure of teams, departments and divisions into which we have organised 
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2 Int roduct ion 

ourselves. They are leaders who take responsibility for problems other than 
their own and recognise that the best way to get things done is not to mind who 
gets the credit for doing them. Crucially, Network Leadership is relevant at all 
levels of an organisation, whether you formally lead a team or contribute as an 
individual technical expert. 

Network Leaders identify and make the most of the informal networks that 
inevitably exist within all teams, organisations and communities to get things 
done. Effective Network Leadership facilitates the exchange of accurate infor-
mation about who does what, who knows what and who needs what in order to: 

• Better target scarce resources. 
• Challenge the silo mentality. 
• Restructure the formal organisation to complement the informal. 
• “Rewire” faulty networks to achieve goals. 
• Deepen the quality of relationships. 
• Reduce transactional costs (e.g. micromanaging and second guessing). 
• Be more innovative. 

And they do this through an implicit understanding of networks – how to nav-
igate them and how to shape them. 

Network Leaders recognise the interconnected world we live in, they under-
stand the social system of organisations, they bring people together, they can 
lead informally but know when to use their formal or positional power and are 
relentless in what they want to achieve for their organisation or community. 
The purpose of this book is to explore the origins of this approach to leader-
ship, to examine network thinking, social networks and network business mod-
els, in order to defne the characteristics of Network Leadership and Network 
Leaders, the likes of which we need more than ever. 

In the modern world, the challenges we face – from global warming to terrorism 
and inequality – fow through interlocking webs of connection and causation, 
leading to volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity. Simultaneously, the 
power of networks is growing. In science, technology, health, environment and 
civil society, networks are becoming a way to uncover the hidden architecture 
of complexity and unlock people’s capacity to think and act in different ways. 

But focused network change in organisations and communities will not hap-
pen without leadership. Left to their own devices, networks develop naturally 
through proximity and homophily: natural human inclinations to associate 
with people who are near us and/or like us. While such bonds often contribute 
to a group’s strength, they can also inhibit communication with other groups. 



   

   

   

 

   

 
 

3 Int roduct ion 

An understanding of networks helps identify the tribes, cliques, silos and gaps 
in connectivity, but effective collective action – improving productivity and 
responsiveness, smoothing channels of communication and impelling change 
and innovation – requires some to lead and others to follow. Direction, how-
ever gentle or subtle, is always required. Formal, positional leadership will re-
main important, but in a networked world, leaders will increasingly be asked to 
lead without positional authority, across internal and external organisational 
boundaries. 

Unlike conventional top-down leadership, Network Leadership is more about 
infuencing and enabling than directing. It is leadership understood frst and 
foremost as a social process that creates direction, alignment and commitment 
without recourse to the traditional mantra of positional authority: “because I 
say so”. Network Leaders recognise that leadership is not something you get but 
something you give. 

However, as American lawyer and political scientist Anne-Marie Slaughter 
observed in her 2017 book, The Chessboard and the Web,1 we do not yet know 
how to handle this networked world at the strategic, operational or tactical 
level. The network provides a metaphor, not an analytical tool, and we need to 
understand how to connect for specifc purposes. We need a “playbook”. And 
the purpose of this book is to provide the beginnings of that “playbook” by ask-
ing what leadership actions and styles will be effective in getting others aligned 
and what new structures, tools and processes will enable broader coordination 
and keep progress on track. Essentially, we set out to write the book we wanted 
to read. 

It is the product of more than 60 years of combined experience as leaders and 
followers, managers and employees, entrepreneurs and consultants, army of-
fcers, teachers and academics. But its genesis lies in our shared dissatisfaction 
with the formal organisational hierarchy as a way of understanding organisa-
tions and the related perception that leadership stems from your position in 
that hierarchy. In our experience, this is not how stuff actually gets done. For 
us, leadership is not about your position in the pecking order; most of what gets 
done happens in the informal networks of connection and collaboration that 
exist behind the veil of the organogram. This is where real leadership happens. 
Robbed of positional authority, a leader in this space, a Network Leader, must 
depend on and cultivate aspects of leadership that encourage people to follow 
them not because they have to, but because they want to. 

We use the term Network Leader in part because it resonates with the spirit of 
our age and the fact that networks are increasingly becoming common linguis-
tic currency, but in truth, Network Leadership is far more ancient than that. It 
is primeval, long predating the internet and social media. It is leadership in the 
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raw and its attributes have been in existence for as long as people have gath-
ered in groups, since our primate forebears frst huddled together. We are social 
animals and part of that inheritance is that we exist in groups with leaders and 
followers. And in the frst instance, leaders emerged from the group on their 
own merit. Only then, once they had stepped up and assumed the mantle of 
leadership, did we confer titles and positions of authority upon them. What we 
now call formal and traditional authority came after the assumption of power 
through personal authority. 

This then is a book for leaders who have mastered the basics of good leadership 
but wish to take the next step. A step that takes them outside their formal 
and positional authority, beyond leadership of like-minded people and toward 
leadership that crosses boundaries. Leadership that harnesses the collective will 
of different teams and departments toward shared organisational goals. Leader-
ship that inspires people of all types to follow you, not because they must, but 
because they want to – because they believe in you and your goals. 

Leadership Questions 

Each part of the book concludes with a summary and Leadership Questions 
(LQs) for you to consider. We use LQs in all our leadership programmes, spe-
cifc questions that attendees are expected to write up and present at the next 
workshop. We do this because learning requires that we refect on not just 
absorbing the information we receive. Not only does actively thinking about 
what we are told aid retention, it also allows us to place our learning in context. 
The key metric for any leadership programme, aside from individual develop-
ment, should be its impact on the organisation or business in which the leader 
operates. And our approach in this book is no different. We hope that you use 
this book as a process of enquiry, refecting on what you read and applying it to 
your own context. Network Leaders are after all, as we shall explain, refective 
practitioners in and on the art of leadership. 

Note 

1 Slaughter, A. (2017). The Chessboard and the Web: Strategies of Connection in a Net-
worked World. New Haven, CT and London: Yale University Press, p. 13. 



    

 

Part I 

The Leadership Stage 

We have identifed Network Leadership as an emerging response by leaders to 
the challenge of making things happen in an increasingly complex world. In 
some respects, it contrasts with the previous thinking about leadership that 
has studied the leader separate from their context, either through studying 
what leaders do and distilling that essence into several aspirational traits or 
by linking it to delivering a vision with leadership as a form of destination 
management. 

Essential to Network Leadership is the understanding of context and the role 
of the leader in shifting the context and mobilising individuals, teams and re-
sources across organisations towards achieving a goal. In this section, there-
fore, we identify and describe some of the key infuences that have informed 
Network Leadership and its practice by looking at some critical changes glob-
ally and within the world of work and the changing demands they place on 
leaders. 
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The World Is Changing 

In the frst half of 2020, the Covid-19 virus spread across the world. The pan-
demic was an extraordinary event in global history as a near simultaneous ef-
fect across the world, in a way that had never happened before. It reconfgured 
how we live our daily lives; the lockdown changed the daily working rhythm as 
people worked from home and adjusted to a new reality. 

For many it forced them to work from home using remote working technol-
ogy such as video conferencing and screen sharing; it challenged working rit-
uals, most notably the morning commute and the standardised working day of 
9–5, both legacies of early 20th-century labour laws. As home became the new 
workplace, individuals juggled caring for elderly relatives and home school-
ing with work calls and videoconferences. The boundary between work and 
home became more permeable than ever. These enforced changes to our ways 
of working and rituals accelerated some inevitable changes to our working and 
home lives as the choice to change was taken away from people. 

Much has been written about how our world has been shaped by a series of 
catalytic inventions that ushered in periods of rapid, simultaneous and sys-
temic transformation. The frst industrial revolution took place in the second 
half of the 18th century, with the mechanisation of manufacturing using water 
and steam power. The second happened 150 years later, in the early 20th cen-
tury, with mass production and assembly lines using electric power. The third 
happened in the 1980s, with the arrival of computers, robotics and the digital 
revolution. Some would argue that we are in the midst of the fourth or even the 
ffth industrial revolution. 

The fourth industrial revolution has accelerated since the turn of the Millen-
nium and is associated with mass data, computing and cloud power, the rise 
of Artifcial Intelligence (AI) and machine learning; the emergence of tech-
nology connected and enhanced humans. The World Economic Forum has 
described it as representing: 
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A fundamental change in the way we live, work and relate to one another. 
It is a new chapter in human development, enabled by extraordinary tech-
nology advances commensurate with those of the frst, second and third 
industrial revolutions. These advances are merging the physical, digital and 
biological worlds in ways that create both huge promise and potential peril. 
The speed, breadth and depth of this revolution is forcing us to rethink how 
countries develop, how organisations create value and even what it means 
to be human.1 

Some critiques of the fourth industrial revolution are concerned about how 
this new technology only serves self-interest rather than societal advancement 
and humanity.2 At the start of 2020, the Blackrock boss Larry Fink challenged 
business to balance proft with purpose3 and to reshape fnance in the cause 
of solving pressing social and economic issues. At the 2020 Davos summit of 
world leaders, Marc Benioff of Salesforce4 challenged the audience to think 
about how technology will make the world a better place. Some identifed this 
as an emerging ffth industrial revolution in which technology serves humanity 
and businesses identify their wider social purpose in supporting and solving 
some of the world’s greatest problems. 

The ffth industrial revolution, like the previous revolutions, affects every 
sphere of human activity from the social, cultural and political to the economic 
and technological, with huge ramifcations for how we organize our lives, how 
we work and consequently how we lead and manage. 

Whether you agree with the idea of a fourth or ffth industrial revolution, we 
are sure most will agree that with each of the industrial revolutions, the under-
lying technology, speed, scale and sophistication increase. We are now at the 
point that no single person can know the answer. Indeed, with the onset of AI, 
we are possibly at the point when machines are certainly smarter than us. 

This is a world that is increasingly characterised as complex and chaotic. The 
macroeconomic models of leading economists were not able to predict the mar-
ket crash of 2008, because of our inability to understand the wider systemic 
risks incurred though the creation of new fnancial instruments. 

Behavioural economics has emerged as a growing response to Adam Smith’s 
“invisible hand” view of economics, in which “rational self-interest” alone is the 
basis for action. Behavioural economics combines cognitive, emotional, cultural 
and social factors with insights from psychology and human behaviour to under-
stand and in some instances manage individual and institutional decision-making. 

At the very moment when technology is more sophisticated and our world is 
ever more complex, our understanding of the wider political and economic 
machine is best understood through understanding the individual in context. 
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Our primordial instincts are collective; in pre-history the protection of the 
tribe was a necessity and even today we defne ourselves through membership, 
be that through sport, religion or politics. Today, social media is part of the 
process of defnition in an ever-complex world in which truth is very much in 
the eye of the beholder. 

Simultaneous Trends and Accelerations 

Each of these trends alone would be dislocation enough, but when combined 
they have an even greater impact. In his book, Thank You For Being Late: An 
Optimist’s Guide to Thriving in The Age of Accelerations, Thomas L. Friedman5 

refers to the simultaneous accelerations we are experiencing in technology, 
globalisation and our impact on the planet, each of which affects the others 
in a complex web of interaction. But in Friedman’s view, it is the gap between 
the speed of change in these three domains, particularly the technological, set 
against the slower pace of human adaptability that is causing a sociocultural 
angst: feelings of confusion, dislocation and a loss of control over our lives. 

To give a sense of the pace of change, Ray Kurzweil, Google’s Director of Engi-
neering, believes that the rate of technological progress, stemming from what 
he calls the law of accelerating returns, where each advance accelerates the 
rate of future breakthroughs, means that humanity will experience the equiva-
lent of 20,000 years of technological progress in the 21st century.6 

On the one hand, Friedman recognises that advances in technology are re-
ducing complexity to a simple click of a button: from calling a taxi to booking 
a room or buying home appliances. It is taking the complexity out of more 
and more industrial processes and human interactions. Technology has reduced 
friction and made the world faster, but the complexity is just hidden and the 
speed of these new developments can leave people foundering. 

Similarly, when people feel their identities and sense of home being threat-
ened, they will set aside their economic interests and choose “walls over webs 
and closed over open”. Many Americans and Europeans feel overwhelmed by 
globalisation because the rapid expansion in digital fows, trade fows and im-
migration fows is outstripping our social technologies: our learning, adapting 
and cushioning tools, and therefore threaten the things that anchor us, our 
jobs, our local culture and our sense of home, community and nation. 

To succeed now we have to continually refresh our stock of knowledge by par-
ticipating in relevant fows of new knowledge. At an individual level, the fu-
ture, Friedman argues, will belong to those who have the self-motivation to 
take advantage of all the free and cheap tools and fows coming out of the 
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Mid-2020 – A Working Day 

A World Turned Upside Down is the title of a book written by the radi-
cal historian Christopher Hill to describe the upheaval of the short-lived 
English Republic of the mid-17th century. It is an extraordinary book 
because it describes how the culmination of the Civil War with the exe-
cution of Charles I went on to affect the lives of every person in England 
as they tried to make sense of the new reality. It is rare that one event 
changes the lives of everyone. The global pandemic is such an event and 
has certainly turned the world upside down. 

As a consultant, Mike’s pre-Covid routine typically involved travelling, 
staying in hotels, meetings and working long hours with clients; today, he 
replaces the travel with a commute to his desk, nights away with nights at 
home and meetings with Zoom calls. The only thing that has not changed 
is the long hours. 

The cost of meeting has decreased as video calls become the de facto 
way of working. He misses the inadvertent and the spontaneous, the un-
planned conversation and chance encounter. His rushing is no longer 
from one meeting place to another but between different video confer-
encing formats. 

Whilst digital has triumphed as we work from home, there is a higher 
premium placed on being able to meet people in 3D. He has a longing for 
real person-to-person contact in a shared meeting room rather than via a 
digitally mediated face to face. 

Digital has made geography and the physical almost meaningless. He 
shops, reads and consumes news and content online. Groceries, post and 
parcels arrive magically after a few clicks on his smartphone. 

For some the world got smaller as their permission to travel was taken 
away from them; for him the world got bigger. No longer constrained by 
travel and the expectation of in-offce meetings, a meeting with a cli-
ent in Singapore, United States or Spain become equally important. The 
length of my day is no longer defned by trains and planes but time zones. 

This is Mike’s experience of 2020 and a “world turned upside down”. 
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technological acceleration. In today’s knowledge economy, the key assets will 
be human capital: talent, skills, empathy and creativity. The key is an agile 
mind-set that values learning over knowing, alongside educational systems 
that are retooled to maximise the fundamentals of writing, reading, coding, 
mathematics, creativity, critical thinking, communication, collaboration, grit, 
self-motivation, lifelong learning, entrepreneurship and improvisation. 

But at an organisational and community level, Friedman is in no doubt that 
it requires leadership and addressing our collective anxiety is one of today’s 
greatest leadership challenges. People are looking for navigational help and 
sense-making, for someone to apply the brakes or just give them a simple an-
swer to make their anxiety go away. The problem is that few political leaders 
can understand or explain what is happening, let alone identify a way ahead. 

Instead, Friedman argues, we need leadership that can promote inclusion and 
adaptation, leaders who recognise that rather than applying the traditional 
top-down, hierarchical command and control structures, success is better or-
ganised around small teams and local action groups, who form loosely coupled 
networks with other teams and groups from whom they can learn and seek 
support. In other words, Network Leadership. But to understand how leaders 
might achieve this transformation in the context of the organisation, we must 
frst explore the impact of the next Industrial Revolution in the workplace. 

Notes 

1 World Economic Forum. (2021). Fourth Industrial Revolution. (online) Available 
at https://www.weforum.org/focus/fourth-industrial-revolution (accessed 17 April 
2021). 

2 Van Erden, J.A. (2020). Davos POV about a 5th Industrial Revolution. (online) 
Available at https://real-leaders.com/a-5th-industrial-revolution-what-it-is-and-
why-it-matters/ (accessed 17 April 2021). 

3 Fink, L. (2020). Letter to CEO’s: A Fundamental Reshaping of Finance. (online). 
Available at https://www.blackrock.com/corporate/investor-relations/2020-larry-
fnk-ceo-letterr (accessed 17 April 2021). 
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Trust, Values and Saving the Planet. (online) Available at https://diginomica.com/ 
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the-planet (accessed 17 April 2021). 
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Work and Organisations Are 
Changing 

As we recognise a fourth or ffth industrial revolution, we can start to identify 
how this is impacting the world of work, the shape of organisations and how we 
work every day. This includes the impact of technology, changes to organisa-
tional structure and service models, the impact of globalisation, demographics 
and social media and the changing nature of careers and aspirations and there-
fore the role of leaders and managers. A summary of those changes is offered in 
Figure 1.1 based upon the analysis of Stanley McChrystal and his colleagues in 

1the book Team of Teams. 

Technology. Digital technology is disrupting and dividing the world. So far, the 
impact has been felt most by low and mid-skilled workers in rich economies. How-
ever, it is now increasingly threatening skilled workers in the knowledge economy. 
Artifcial Intelligence (AI) and machine learning are proving to be powerful tools 
that can speed up routine knowledge-intensive tasks by processing large volumes 
of data far beyond the capacity of a single individual or specialist team. 

When Covid-19 was identifed in China in January 2020, the virus’s entire 
genetic makeup or genome was published online within days in contrast to the 
Ebola outbreak in 2013 that took three months. The combination of big data 
and smart machines is thought likely to take over some occupations entirely, 
while others will change profoundly. Any job that requires the processing of 
data and decision-making will be impacted; this includes research, marketing, 
sales, medicine and the law. 

Like previous industrial revolutions, this one is destroying jobs as well as cre-
ating them, and once again individuals will be required to embrace change 
and build resilience by continually learning new skills and knowledge. The 
difference this time is that machines can do cognitive as well as physical tasks. 
The knowledge economy is now subject to the same forces as the industrial and 
service sectors: routinisation, division of labour and contracting out. More and 
more of the routine parts of knowledge work can be parcelled out to machines. 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003092582-4
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Key Changes

Factor Old New

Inside the 
organisation

Organisational unit Department Cross functional team

Roles Functional experts Generalists 

Task Optimise process
(and repeat)

Innovate
(and improvise)

Outside the 
organisation

Organisational structure Hierarchy Network

Communication Limited and linear Frequent and 
omni-directional

Decision making Centralised  Distributed an
empowered 

Perspective Tactical Strategic

The wider context

Environment Complicated Complex 

Knowledge Finite and
knowable

Infinite and 
unknowable

Metaphor Machine Organism 

Based on McChrystal, Fussell, Silverman, Collins (2015)
Team of Teams: New Rules of Engagement for a Complex World; Penguin

 Figure 1.1 Changing World of Work.

It therefore requires both manual and knowledge workers to change or evolve 
their roles as organisations and career paths are disrupted. Not all tasks, how-
ever, can be easily automated. Those requiring high levels of innovation and 
creativity may not be automated at all. Consequently, people with the ability 
to think around a completely new problem and generate moments of clarity 
and insight will still be at a premium. At the other end of the scale,   low-      skilled 
manual jobs such as fruit picking will still be needed.

The ubiquity of technology and computing power means that we have more 
computing power in our pockets via our phones that the NASA had in whole 
of the Apollo space missions.2 In the future, AI and machine learning cou-
pled with robotics will replace humans in some tasks and augment them in 
others. We will have to confront important questions, such as what are hu-
mans uniquely good at, what is our comparative advantage and what is our 
place alongside machines? We will be entering a new kind of partnership with 
 machines that will build on our mutual strengths, resulting in new levels of 
  human–      machine collaboration.

The “  Internet of Things” (  IoT) and 5G will increase our ability to locate and 
track things as well as each other globally. It is widely expected that there will 
be 41.6 billion connected IoT devices by 2025. Every object, every interaction, 
everything we encounter will be converted into data, which will enable us to 
model social systems at extreme scales, helping us to uncover new patterns and 
relationships that were previously invisible; by 2025, we expect to have 4,900 
data engagements per  day –       many of which will be unknown to us.3
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Technology has reframed the shape of organisation and the meaning of work as 
an activity and not a place. Work being conducted across offce space, home or 
a coffee shop and eroding the boundary between work and home and beyond 
9am to 5pm; whether work is chosen or forced; whether work is for positive 
personal growth or a necessity; alongside the transient nature of work with 
employees, organisations and external collaborators engaging, disengaging and 
reengaging with each other in cycles of varying duration and permanence. 

Organisations. Organisational structures will change as traditional hierarchies 
struggle and the size of organisations is likely to matter less. Instead, organ-
isations will need the capabilities to establish agile, fexible purpose-specifc 
structures that allow them to address current challenges and easily transition to 
other structures when necessary. In this environment of organisational fuidity, 
informal infuence born of emotional and social intelligence will be the key. 
And as relationships continue to be important and since face-to-face and digi-
tal contact are equally vital, the challenge for organisations will be to facilitate 
them both, in order to facilitate the process of sharing work. 

New service delivery models have changed how we shop: Amazon, eBay and 
online retailers continue to reconfgure the high street, whilst Airbnb and 
Booking.com have changed how we book hotels and holidays. These compa-
nies are examples of intermediary platform companies that connect demand 
with supply at a consumer level. 

The growth of the digital economy has enabled tasks to be divided with plat-
form companies now effectively creating digital production lines across the 
world, with freelance professionals selling their skills through websites like Fiv-
err and TaskRabbit through to people working on a portfolio of different assign-
ments for a number of businesses. In the same way that Henry Ford combined 
moving assembly lines with mass labour to make building cars much cheaper 
and quicker, today’s entrepreneurs are striving to do the same with services, 
bringing together computer power with freelance workers to supply luxuries 
that were once reserved for the wealthy. Uber provides chauffeurs, Handy sup-
plies cleaners, Deliveroo delivers restaurant-quality meals to your home and 
Instacart stocks your fridge. But it goes further than luxuries to include the 
services of doctors, lawyers, consultants, programmers and designers. 

Global Connection. Covid-19 has highlighted our dependency on global sup-
ply chains and the movement of goods and people to support how we live, from 
the annual movement of immigrant workers to the digital movement of capital 
across borders to support investment. The early stages of global outsourcing saw 
low-skilled digital jobs, such as call centres, being outsourced to less developed 
economies; this trend is being reversed as countries shorten supply chains and 
decrease their dependency on critical infrastructure beyond their borders. 

http://Booking.com
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Despite the advantages accruing from a globalised world, such as the spread of 
technology, ideas and innovation, lower costs for products and access to new 
markets and talent, governments are increasingly restricting immigration, im-
posing high tariffs, excluding foreign technology, censoring foreign ideas and 
turning their countries into fortresses. Some hope that the world will become 
a network of walled but friendly fortresses. In its most idealised form, there will 
be no immigration, no multiculturalism, no global elites, but also no global war. 
The problem is that walled fortresses have seldom proven friendly. Without 
some universal values and global organisations, rival nations will be unable to 
agree on common rules, and despite the changes that will potentially be wrought 
by Covid-19, no modern economy can survive without a global trade network. 

Furthermore, humankind faces common problems that make a mockery of 
national borders and can only be solved through global cooperation: climate 
change, the threat of nuclear war and technological disruption, not least 
among them. Even if one country decides to pursue “killer robots” or geneti-
cally enhanced babies, then other countries will be forced to follow suit for fear 
of being left behind. To confront these dangers, we will need to encourage a 
sense of global identity and encourage people to be loyal to humankind and to 
planet earth in addition to their particular nation or community. That will not 
happen in isolationist fortresses. 

Demography. The demographics of today’s workforce are also changing dra-
matically, with baby boomers making way for millennials. At the same time, as 
we live longer and birth rates in the western world decrease, the median age of 
the population edges upwards with a greater proportion of 60+-year olds ver-
sus 16-year olds in contrast to the emerging economies where there are more 
16-year olds than 60-year olds. As the baby boomers leave the workforce, they 
take with them experience and knowledge, whilst millennials bring increased 
technological fuency and a high expectation of corporate social responsibility 
and social purpose. 

Globally, lifespans are extending and this will change the nature of careers and 
learning. Since the late 19th century, we have followed a three-stage life cycle 
of education, work and retirement. However, the longer working life means 
that this neat sequence may no longer apply. With people increasingly working 
past 65 in order to have adequate resources for retirement, individuals will 
need to rearrange their careers, family life and education to accommodate this 
demographic shift. 

In The 100-Year Life, Lynda Gratton and Andrew Scott4 suggest that the 
new life cycle stages might be education, exploration, individual producer/-
entrepreneur, regular work/employment, portfolio work and retirement. For in-
dividuals, it will be important to recognise when these transitions are coming 
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and navigate them successfully. Multiple careers will become commonplace 
and lifelong learning will see renewed growth as the knowledge economy con-
tinues to grow. 

Social Media. Social media and its role in infuencing opinion, alongside the 
reconfguration of journalism, have created a new media ecology and sparked 
a debate about the very nature of truth. New communication technology is 
placing new demands on our attention and cognition and virtual networks 
are being integrated at an ever-faster pace into our lives, enabling new ways to 
create an online identity and new ways for groups to collaborate. At the same 
time, it is altering our attitudes towards reality and truth, with events seen from 
multiple angles and perspectives, each telling a different story of events appeal-
ing to different subjective experiences, which, in turn, has led to a concern that 
political misinformation is driven by maligned social media corporations that 
facilitate information sharing. 

The disturbing acceptance of “fake news” and the idea of “post truth”, in which 
half-truths are normalised online and at the same time scientifc knowledge and 
evidential argument are dismissed and delegitimised unless they support narrow 
and factional interpretations of the truth. All of which is repeated and recy-
cled by a limited number of big social media frms (Facebook, Google, Twitter 
and YouTube), using complex algorithms to personalise individual news feeds. 
Often these dominant frms represent themselves as defenders of free speech, 
whilst disguising their commercial interest in gathering our data for advertisers. 

Workforce. Pressure on organisations is likely to push service companies to 
follow manufacturers and focus on their core competencies. A pattern seems 
to be emerging of knowledge workforces made up of full-time employees with 
deep experience of the business; younger employees working towards a full-
time position, there or elsewhere; and high calibre individuals who choose to 
work on a fexible consultancy, project-based or part-time basis. As transac-
tion costs fall, the attraction of using an outsider to fx something rather than 
keeping the function inside your company will only increase, and on-demand 
companies will increasingly act as middlemen, arranging these connections. 
But, as they don’t employ full-time staff, with their associated pay and benefts, 
responsibility for pensions and health care and the associated risks are again 
pushed back onto individuals, increasing the need for self-reliance. 

As the Economist points out,5 optimists will argue that it ushers in a world 
where everybody can control their own lives, doing the work they want when 
they want, while pessimists will worry that everyone will be reduced to the 
status of 19th-century dock workers, crowded on the quayside at dawn waiting 
to be hired by a contractor. The winners will be consumers and taxpayers (as 
long as on-demand labour is used to reduce costs and improve the effciency of 
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public services) as well as workers who value fexibility over security, such as 
students, young mothers, elite workers and those who can afford to dip into and 
out of the labour market. The losers are likely to be workers who value security 
over fexibility, such as middle-aged professionals with children to educate and 
mortgages to pay. 

The on-demand economy may well deliver enormous benefts, but not without 
a period of uncomfortable change. More worrying is the potential for greater 
inequality and social exclusion as well as the growing divide between a skilled 
elite and ordinary workers, which may provoke further anger among voters 
seeking scapegoats and further propel the rise of xenophobia and protection-
ism, which is a recipe for extremism and unrest. Governments can help by 
investing in housing close to sources of work and improving transport infra-
structure, but they can also raise productivity and employability by funding 
and encouraging lifelong learning in the skills required for work in the future. 

Fundamentally, we believe there is an intrinsic desire to make meaning 
from what we do, but that meaning is very personal. It can be instrumental/-
transactional, working for a wage; it can be bureaucratic, working for the good 
of the organisation; it can be communal, working for the good of fellow work-
ers; or it can be idealistic, working for a moral cause or purpose. The work 
of Robert Levering6 identifed “pride and meaning in what you do” as one of 
three key elements of a “Great Place to Work”, the others being “trust between 
bosses and employees” and “enjoying being with co-workers”. 

Levering also identifed what people don’t want: work that is dehumanising, 
where they are treated like an animal or robot, or work that is deskilling, where 
they are given little scope for personal initiative or creativity. In these cir-
cumstances, people can fnd meaning in organisational subcultures which can 
subvert the organisation through humour, shirking or at an extreme, sabotage. 

Emerging Leadership Skills 

Changes in the way organisations work have always had an impact on the way 
people and teams function and therefore upon how they are managed and led, 
from the rigid hierarchies of the post-war period to the fatter more collabo-
rative structures of the 1990s and the networks of diverse teams we see today. 
The established research and commentary about gender and leadership along 
with the drive for greater representation across businesses have challenged and 
broadened the inherent male connotation that is implicit in the very word 
“leadership”. The “Reykjavik Index”7 provides a global measure of how women 
are perceived in leadership roles and the extent to which men and women are 
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perceived equally as suitable leaders. Whilst attitudes about men and women 
and their suitability for leadership roles vary across countries and sectors, sadly 
there are persistent stereotypes that show we are some way from gender not 
being an issue when debating leadership. 

As the world changes and organisations become more fuid, leadership and 
management will become ever more complex, necessitating changes to the 
critical skills required of leaders. These new skills will include an interpreta-
tive ability to navigate complexity, provide context and provide sense to those 
around them; a social and emotional intelligence to adapt and connect indi-
viduals and teams; and an ability to innovate and a technical fuency to process 
large volumes of disparate data. Leaders will need to have both a depth of skills 
alongside a breadth of abilities to lead what will become a growing number of 
permanent and transient virtual teams. 

Social Intelligence is the ability to connect to others, in order to stimulate 
the desired actions and interactions, and socially adept leaders who are able 
to assess the emotions of those around them and adapt accordingly. Further-
more, in an increasingly fuid world, leaders will need to operate in whatever 
environment they fnd themselves. Conversely, as organisations increasingly 
see diversity as a key driver of innovation, dealing with diversity will become 
a core competency for leaders, enabling them to build relationships and work 
together effectively. 

Leaders will need the ability to think, innovate and come up with solutions 
and responses that move us beyond what has gone before, but also the ability 
and humility to seek out new ideas and ways of doing things. It is the ability 
to recognise and discriminate between problems and appropriate solutions; to 
identify when a problem is familiar and the solution is ready made, as opposed 
to when the solution is unknown or at an extreme when the problem is ill-
defned or not understood. 

As the amount of data we use increases, leaders will need the technical skills 
to be able to analyse and understand it as well as use it effectively in discus-
sion and decision-making. The ability to discriminate and flter information 
for importance will be key. Conversely, leaders will need to be aware of the 
limitations of data and modelling and not become paralysed when they lack an 
algorithm to guide decision-making. They will also need the ability to develop 
content that uses new media forms and use these media for persuasive presenta-
tions and communication, while also having the capacity to critically assess the 
content of others’ communication and presentations. 

As technology enables global working as well as fexible working, virtual collab-
oration becomes the norm: the ability to work productively, drive engagement 
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and demonstrate presence as a leader and a member of virtual teams. While 
connective technologies make it easier to work, share ideas and be productive 
despite physical separation, the virtual work environment also demands new 
competencies. Leaders of virtual teams will need to develop new strategies for 
engaging and motivating a dispersed group. Techniques that may, for instance, 
include features from gaming to engage large virtual communities, such as im-
mediate feedback, clear objectives, and a staged series of challenges. 

The ideal leader will be “T-shaped”, able to bring to bear a deep understanding 
of their own feld (the down bar), but also the ability to converse in the lan-
guage of a broader range of disciplines (the cross bar) and place their own work 
in the broader, shared context of their organisation or community. Complex, 
multifaceted and ill-defned problems will necessarily require transdisciplinary 
solutions, which will require more than simply bringing together teams from 
different disciplines; it will need leaders who understand the language of those 
multiple disciplines. This, in turn, will require leaders with a sense of curiosity 
and enquiry to go on learning throughout their working lives. And it is to a 
deeper examination of how leadership is changing that we now turn. 
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Leadership Is Changing 

To be clear, we are not suggesting that Network Leadership is a new phenom-
enon; rather, it is a reformatting of leadership. It is about uncovering a way 
of working that has always existed below the surface of organisations as they 
struggle to make sense of and act in turbulent times. Yet it is a way of working 
that has been only vaguely understood within tribal pecking orders, military 
chains of command and neat organisational hierarchies and bureaucracies. For 
networks to emerge as a new way of seeing the world, it needed a language of 
its own: a language provided by the World Wide Web, social networks and 
social media. What follows, therefore, is an attempt to provide a framework in 
which we can locate Network Leadership in the extensive landscape of existing 
leadership theory and practice. 

A Framework of Leadership 

Fundamentally, leadership is having followers. And, broadly speaking, people 
follow leaders for three reasons. Because of the position they hold in an or-
ganisation, institution or community. Because of something intrinsic to that 
individual: their ideas, their character, their demeanour and so on. And alter-
natively, because of the way in which they lead, which might be broadly in-
clusive and collective, hierarchical and directive or individual and autocratic. 

In most instances it will be a combination of all three elements, although the 
quantities will vary depending upon the personality and the context. But in 
all three cases people will only continue to follow so long as the leader, by and 
large, gets the results they desire and enables them to do things they could 
not otherwise have done themselves. It is our contention that leadership boils 
down to three ideal and diametrically opposed dimensions: Individual, Hierar-
chical and Collective (ideals in the sense that they are the extreme or ultimate 
representation of their kind, rather than something we should necessarily aspire 
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Autocratic Hierarchical 

Individual Bureaucratic 

Democratic Collective 

Figure 1.2 A Framework of Leadership. 

to), which, in turn, give rise to three derivative styles of leadership: autocratic, 
bureaucratic and democratic that exist in the tension between our dimensions 
of leadership (Figure 1.2). 

Thus, an autocratic style of leadership can fex across the spectrum from abso-
lute and direct individual sanction to leadership at the apex of a hierarchical 
pyramid. Bureaucratic leadership can stretch from the hierarchical pyramid to 
collective will and rule by committee, while democratic leadership lies on the 
spectrum from collective will to a supremely powerful elected leader. 

It is not, therefore, a static framework. It recognises that leadership can fex 
across the linear spectrums described above. So, for example, those leaders who 
tend towards an autocratic style will have recourse to a more singular, dicta-
torial approach should the need arise and equally a more hierarchical style 
on other occasions. And this fexibility allows us to superimpose three broad 
vectors of leadership onto our framework, which can be labelled: Heroic Lead-
ership, Post-Heroic Leadership and Scientifc Management (Figure 1.3). 

Together, these dimensions, styles and vectors portray the shifting nature of 
leadership as it negotiates differing contexts. And Network Leadership is the 
epitome of fexibility across the entire system of possibilities and is thus at the 
heart of our framework. Network Leaders adapt to their environment by fexing 
across evolving but also repeating patterns of leadership theory and practice, be-
cause they recognise that human systems are a complex combination of subsys-
tems, where these dimensions, styles and vectors can coexist in a kaleidoscope 
of shifting patterns. We will discuss the emerging notion of Network Leadership 
in the next section, but frst we will explore the framework, beginning with our 
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three dimensions of leadership (Individual, Hierarchical, Collective), which 
will, in turn, enable us to draw out the associated styles (Autocratic, Demo-
cratic, Bureaucratic), the vectors of leadership (Heroic, Post-Heroic and Sci-
entifc Management) and fnally their relationship to one another. 

Individual Leadership 

Individual Leadership describes some of the most venerable and commonly 
understood theories of leadership, principally Great Man Theory, Trait Theory 
and Behavioural Theory. The Great Man Theory of leadership was popular 
during the 19th century and focused on the individual qualities that distin-
guished leaders from followers. Great Man theories assumed that the capacity 
for leadership was innate and consequently great leaders were born not made – 
you either had it or you didn’t (which was linked to a broader belief, outlined 
by Francis Galton in 1869, in which great talents of any sort were born, not 
made). Unsurprisingly, the term “Great Man” was used because, at the time, 
leadership was thought of primarily as a male quality and associated especially 
with military leadership. 

Leaders were portrayed as heroic, even mythic, and destined to rise to the 
prominence when required, like a contemporary King Arthur returning in our 
time of need. The mythology behind some of the world’s most famous Western 
leaders, such as Alexander the Great, Julius Caesar, Henry V, Napoleon and 
Abraham Lincoln, helped contribute to the notion that great leaders were born 
and not made; the right man for the job emerging almost mystically to take 
control of a situation and lead his people into safety or to victory. 

Autocratic 

Heroic

Leadership 

Post - Heroic

Leadership 

Network 
Leadership 

Individual 
Bureaucratic 

CollectiveDemocratic 

Hierarchical 

Figure 1.3 Vectors of Leadership. 
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The historian Thomas Carlyle was an early proponent of this theory of lead-
ership, boldly claiming that “The history of the world is but the biography 
of great men”.1 According to Carlyle, effective leaders were those gifted with 
divine inspiration and possessing the right characteristics. Early explorations 
of leadership therefore focused on people who were already successful lead-
ers, often including aristocratic rulers who had achieved their position through 
birth or divine right. The fact that people of lower social status did not achieve 
leadership roles only reinforced the notion that leadership was an inherent 
ability. The fact that people of lower status had fewer opportunities to lead was 
largely ignored. 

Sociologist Herbert Spencer was one of the frst to refute such notions of lead-
ership, suggesting instead that the leaders were products of the society in which 
they lived. In The Study of Sociology,2 Spencer wrote: 

You must admit that the genesis of a great man depends on the long series 
of complex infuences which has produced the race in which he appears, 
and the social state into which that race has slowly grown … Before he can 
remake his society, his society must make him. 

Yet, even today, we often describe prominent leaders (men and women) as 
having the right qualities or personality for the position, implying that inher-
ent characteristics are what make these people effective leaders. We still seem 
smitten by the idea of charismatic, heroic leaders controlling the destiny of a 
company or a nation. We feel reassured by a “strong” commander at the helm: 
someone who commands our respect, knows where they’re going and will take 
us with them. Equally, we are repelled by those whom we perceive as wooden, 
arrogant or clown-like. 

The frst serious research into leadership began in the 1920s. Similar to “Great 
Man” Theory, Trait theories attempted to identify the common characteristics 
of effective leaders, assuming that people inherit certain qualities and traits 
that make them better suited to leadership, but it also drew heavily on the 
broader study of personality traits, which suggested that individual personali-
ties are composed of broad dispositions that might be genetic or environmental 
in origin. 

A trait can be thought of as a relatively stable characteristic that causes indi-
viduals to behave in certain ways. For example, you might describe a friend as 
outgoing, kind and even-tempered. It has a common-sense validity to it and 
has therefore proved tenacious. Both authors, who attended the Royal Military 
Academy Sandhurst in the late 1980s, can attest to evenings bulling (polishing) 
boots and discussing the fve or six key traits that defned a leader and then mem-
orising the list favoured by the Academy Commandant, Montgomery, Slim or 
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more recent British Generals. At Sandhurst, typical leadership traits usually 
included courage (both moral and physical), determination and integrity. 

Unlike other theories of personality, such as psychoanalytic or humanistic the-
ories, the trait approach focuses on differences between individuals: the combi-
nation and interaction of various traits forming a personality that is unique to 
each individual. While debate continues as to the number of traits that make 
up human personality, the most common criticism of the theory is that traits 
are often poor predictors of behaviour. While an individual may score high on 
assessments of a specifc trait, he or she may not always behave that way and 
certainly not in every situation. We may be very determined to climb a moun-
tain, but completing a critical spreadsheet leaves us cold or vice versa. Another 
problem is that trait theories do not address how or why individual differences 
in personality develop or emerge. From a leadership perspective, the critique is 
this: if particular traits are key features of leadership, then how do we explain 
people who possess those qualities but are not leaders? 

Behavioural theories of leadership, which began to emerge in the 1940s, fun-
damentally challenged the assumption that leadership capability is innate or 
inherent. They focused instead on what a leader does, not what he or she is. 
Rooted in behaviourism, a psychological approach that concerns itself with ob-
servable stimulus-response behaviours and states, it advances the view that all 
behaviours are learned through interaction with the environment. Behavioural 
theories of leadership therefore focus on the actions of leaders not on inherited 
mental qualities or internal states. 

Accordingly, people can learn to become leaders through instruction, observa-
tion and practice (leadership development practitioners rejoice). Behaviourists 
look at what leaders do by studying their behaviours in response to different 
situations, assessing leadership success by studying their actions and then cor-
relating signifcant behaviours with success. For example, behavioural theory 
fnds expression in situational and contingency theories of leadership, which 
suggest that different leadership behaviours are appropriate at different times 
and with different people. The best leaders, according to these theories, are 
those who have the adaptability to fex their behavioural style according to the 
contingencies or situations they encounter. 

In short, leadership is dependent upon the context or situation the leader fnds 
themselves in, and they must therefore adapt their behaviour to suit the situ-
ation, the people and the task at hand. To which most of us would no doubt 
reply – you don’t say. It is emphatically true that there are endless contingen-
cies in life and consequently there must be endless varieties of leadership, but 
behavioural theories provide little guidance as to what constitutes effective 
leadership in those different situations or in deciding which style of leadership 
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is signifcant in enabling one group to work better than another. The conclu-
sion, if any, appears to be that no one leadership style or set of behaviours is 
right for every leader under all circumstances and one particularly infuential 
derivative of behavioural theory is Style Theory. According to Style Theory, 
success in any given situation depends upon a number of variables, such as the 
nature of the task and the skills and experience of the followers, and the leader 
adapts their style to suit those variables. For example, in a situation where the 
leader is the most knowledgeable and experienced member of a group, an au-
tocratic or authoritarian style might be most appropriate. In other instances, 
where group members are skilled experts, a more democratic or participative 
style would perhaps be better. 

Autocratic or authoritarian leadership, as the name suggests, is a “leadership 
style” characterized by individual control over decisions and little input from 
group members. Autocratic leaders typically make choices based on their own 
ideas and judgements and rarely accept advice from followers. In other words, 
autocratic leadership involves absolute authoritarian control over a group. 

Autocratic leadership can be benefcial in some instances, such as when deci-
sions need to be made quickly and consulting with a large group of people would 
only slow things down. Some projects require strong leadership and command 
in order to get things accomplished quickly and effciently. A strong leader or 
commander using an autocratic style can take charge of the group, assign tasks 
to different members and establish solid deadlines for projects to be fnished. 

In situations that are particularly stressful, such as during military conficts or cri-
ses, group members may prefer an autocratic or command style. It allows members 
of the group to focus on performing their specifc tasks without worrying about 
making complex decisions. It also allows group members to become highly skilled 
at performing certain duties, which can be benefcial to group productivity. 

What all the foregoing theories of leadership share, whether leaders are judged 
to be born or made, is a belief in the single heroic individual, typically male, 
who delivers results through the sheer power of their personal traits or abilities. 
It is a powerful narrative, fuelling our collective imagination, which is still fed 
with stories of heroes and villains, good triumphing over evil and leaders who 
are charismatic, powerful and infuential fgures, leaders who can steer organi-
sations through stormy waters by the sheer force of their personality. 

But macro social, economic and political problems have always been bigger 
than a single brain can cope with. And even if a single brain were suffcient, 
there is always the problem of succession: will the next incumbent be similarly 
gifted (Napoleon and Alexander both foresaw the limits of their empire and 
the fragmentation that would inevitably follow). There can also be a dangerous 
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drift to vanity, with a consequent lack of objectivity, an infated sense of their 
own worth and a coterie of funkies who are reluctant to challenge their ex-
alted leader’s authority. At an extreme, heroic leaders become a single point of 
system failure. 

The critical weakness of heroic leadership is that it doesn’t suffciently leverage 
the strengths of others. Research has found that autocratic leadership often re-
sults in a lack of creative solutions to problems, which can ultimately hurt the 
performance of the group. As the physicist Yaneer Bar-Yam has argued, a group 
of individuals whose collective behaviour is controlled by a single individual 
cannot behave in a more complex way than the individual who is exercising 
control.3 

At its best, however, individual leadership can gravitate towards transforma-
tional leadership. A concept initially introduced by leadership expert and US 
Presidential biographer James MacGregor Burns,4 who described it as a process 
in which leaders, through the strength of their vision and personality, are able 
to inspire followers to change expectations, perceptions and motivations, in 
order to work towards common goals. 

Burns’ original ideas were later built upon by Bernard M. Bass to develop what 
is today referred to as Bass’ Transformational Leadership Theory.5 According to 
Bass, transformational leaders garner trust, respect and admiration from their 
followers by doing four things: 

• Providing “intellectual stimulation” by challenging the status quo, encour-
aging creativity and learning among their followers and exploring new 
ways of doing things. 

• Offering “individualized consideration”, support and encouragement to in-
dividual followers, in order to foster supportive relationships, the sharing of 
ideas and recognition of each follower’s unique contributions. 

• Giving “inspirational motivation” through a clear vision that they are able 
to articulate to followers, which, in turn, helps followers to experience the 
same passion and motivation to fulfl these goals. 

• And fnally through “idealized infuence” serving as role models for their 
followers in everything they say and do. 

In short, it is leadership conducted by a transformed and enlightened leader 
who seeks to transform and enlighten others. 

The reality today, however, is that most organisations cannot afford to be one-
man or one-woman shows. Organisations need to be far more agile, respon-
sive and innovative than a single individual if they are to survive and prosper, 
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characteristics that are far more likely to fourish in an environment of skilled 
multidisciplinary working and collaborative decision-making rather than an 
environment of command and control, no matter how well intentioned and 
articulated. Organisations still need leaders to take their teams with them, 
but not at the expense of their team’s ideas and engagement, nor should they 
squash people’s ability to step up and lead themselves. 

Darcy Willson-Rymer echoed this observation when we interviewed him. He 
strongly believes that “Everyone is in a position of leadership from the person 
on reception to the CEO … Every role is valuable and should have a voice”. 
He also challenged the notion of vision being the prerogative of the “leader”. 
“Vision”, he observed: 

is not the prerogative of a single individual … The role of the Chief Exec-
utive is not to set the vision itself, but to set the scope and scale and 
allow the organisation to develop its vision and enable it to deliver on 
that vision.6 

Ruth Dearnley made the same point when she observed that “Leadership is 
not a solitary activity … ‘You can’t lead alone. People have to believe they 
belong – they have to have skin in the game. It would fail if it was just me’”.7 

Hierarchical Leadership 

The word hierarchy derives from ancient Greek, meaning “rule of a high priest” 
and may have frst been used to describe the heavenly order of angels. The 
attraction of hierarchical order is that it makes the exercise of power over a 
group of people more effcient, centralising control and eliminating, or at least 
reducing, the need for time-consuming arguments about what to do, which 
might also degenerate into confict, but at the same time, often restricting the 
worst excesses of a single leader, rather like the development of constitutional 
monarchy which gradually restricted the divine right of kings and queens. And 
bureaucracy, which tends to develop hand in glove with hierarchy, rests on two 
key concepts: scientifc management and transactional leadership. 

Scientifc management has four key elements: handing power from frontline 
workers to managers; measuring everything you can; setting goals and targets; 
and linking targets to rewards. It was developed in the early 20th century by 
Frederick Winslow Taylor, who used targets to improve the production of pig 
iron in the United States. But in Britain, it had its roots in the work of the 
utilitarian philosopher Jeremy Bentham, who dreamed of turning government 
into a utility-maximising machine, an approach satirised by Charles Dickens 
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in the character of Mr Gradgrind, who wanted to “weigh and measure every 
parcel of human nature”. 

Despite going out of favour, scientifc management returned in the 1980s, driven 
by a combination of Thatcherism and information technology (IT), the defeat 
of the trade unions and the centralisation of government. The Blair government 
in the UK was very target-focused and identifed managerialism with modernisa-
tion, and recent advances in AI algorithms have given it a further boost. 

There is little doubt that management by targets can be very successful if care-
fully applied and metrics provide a whole raft of KPIs to evaluate organisa-
tional performance. But problems arise when they are poorly thought through. 
The decision to use an algorithm to decide UK A-level results in 2020 was a 
disaster, with individual students judged on their own performance but also 
the performance of their school the previous year; a system that disadvantaged 
bright students in larger, less wealthy schools and favoured less able students in 
smaller private schools. 

In general, targets produce three common problems. The frst is that they can pro-
duce perverse outcomes. For example, the UK’s National Health Service began 
penalising hospital emergency departments that took too long to treat patients 
after an ambulance had dropped them off, which led hospitals to respond by keep-
ing patients waiting in ambulances rather than in emergency departments. The 
second is that they tempt managers to manipulate the numbers. When the Metro-
politan Police began linking crime reduction targets to pay and promotion, down-
grading and underreporting of crime became a prevalent behaviour across the 
Force. Finally, an obsession with measurement diverts people from useful activity 
to flling in forms. We will leave you to conjure your own examples of that one. 

Transactional leadership is also about performance. Much like stimulus-
response in early behavioural theory, it sees leadership as a system of transac-
tions: rewards and punishments that are contingent upon the performance of 
the followers. The leader views the relationship between managers and subor-
dinates as an exchange – you give me something and I will give you something 
in return. When employees are successful, they are rewarded; when they fail, 
they are reprimanded; and in that way the organisation moves towards its goals. 

Bernard M. Bass contrasted transactional leadership with his ideas, which we 
explored previously, on transformational leadership,8 identifying its basic as-
sumptions as fourfold: people perform at their best when the chain of command 
is defnite and clear; that workers are motivated by rewards and punishments; 
that obeying the instructions and commands of the leader is the primary goal 
of the followers; and that subordinates need to be carefully monitored to ensure 
expectations are met. 
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Research has found that transactional leadership tends to be most effective 
in situations where problems are simple and clearly defned, but is generally 
considered to prevent both leaders and followers from achieving their full po-
tential or dealing with the unexpected. It is therefore unsuited to complexity, 
the essence of which is its unpredictability, while the essence of bureaucracy is 
its quest for calculability and safety, which too often means it becomes reactive 
to events that it failed to predict and remain beyond its control. 

In our framework, we can refect the distinction by drawing a line down the 
centre of the model (Figure 1.4). On the right side is a managerial and transac-
tional approach, encompassing hierarchy, bureaucracy, collective control and 
the vector of scientifc management. On the left is a more transformational and 
leadership-oriented approach, describing a more individualistic style, whether 
directive or democratic. 

Collective Leadership 

Collective Leadership describes an approach that values awareness of group 
dynamics over possession of a commanding personality. And in contrast to 

Transformational’ 

Figure 1.4 Organising Style – Leadership versus Management. 
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leadership that relies upon formal or positional authority, in a hierarchical 
chain of command, for instance, it better suits leadership in fatter structures 
without multiple levels of control. Unsurprisingly, its roots can be found in 
democratic or participative leadership. 

This is an inclusive style of leadership in which members of the group are encour-
aged to take a more active and participative role in the decision-making. Demo-
cratic leaders encourage participation and contributions from group members and 
therefore, so the theory goes, help group members feel more relevant, empowered 
and committed to the decision-making process and the actions that fow from it. 

The modern basis for the democratic leadership theory dates to a series of stud-
ies in the 1930s and 1940s when Kurt Lewin, together with his colleagues R. 
Lippit and R.K. White, determined three distinctive decision-making styles, 
which they described as existing on a spectrum from autocratic to laissez faire 
with the democratic style at the mid-point.9 Lewin and his colleagues identi-
fed three core elements of democratic leadership: 

1. Leaders expect subordinates to report to leaders regarding the task. 
2. Leaders expect subordinates to exhibit self-confdence and the ability to 

get things done without constant supervision. 
3. Leaders expect subordinates to involve others in the decision-making pro-

cess and therefore not act alone. 

Their research not only identifed the three separate styles, but also compared 
them in terms of effectiveness. Among subordinates, the democratic leader-
ship style stood out as the most popular method, and because group members 
felt more involved and committed to projects, end results were more effec-
tive. Under the more autocratic style, subordinates eventually started rebelling 
against authority, while laissez faire leadership led to a lack of coherence and a 
generally poor record of achievement against objectives. In addition, because 
group members are encouraged to share their thoughts, democratic leadership 
can lead to better ideas and more creative solutions to problems. 

Consequently, democratic leadership tends to work best in situations where 
group members are skilled and eager to share their knowledge. It is also im-
portant to have plenty of time to allow people to contribute, develop a plan 
and then debate the best course of action. In situations where roles are unclear 
or time is of the essence, democratic leadership can lead to communication 
failures, uncompleted projects and missed deadlines. And in some cases, group 
members may not have the necessary knowledge or expertise to make quality 
contributions to the decision-making process. And this lack of expertise can 
also extend to the “leader”. 
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Post-heroic leadership recognises this defciency and makes it a requirement 
for leaders to acknowledge they do not know all the answers, and crucially, 
they are not required to. The post-heroic leader improves productivity and en-
gagement by having the humility to seek answers from across the breadth and 
depth of the organisations and communities they inhabit. They also have the 
humility to recognise that in certain situations they may not be the one to lead. 
In this case, their role becomes one of enabling other leaders. 

To take a few examples, Heifetz describes leadership as an activity that can 
be enacted by anyone in a system, independent of their role.10 Bradford and 
Cohen describe heroic leadership leading to “over-management” and “defence 
of turf” rather than a concern for shared goals, teamwork and coordination. In 
contrast, shared, post-heroic leadership releases the potential power of every-
one.11 Drath and Paulus argue that leadership arises within communities of 
practice whenever people work together and make meaning of their experi-
ences in collaborative forms of action across the dividing lines of perspective, 
values, beliefs and cultures,12 while Val Sedounik describes the post-heroic 
leadership style as not telling people what to do, but striving “to create an envi-
ronment where knowledge workers can operate autonomously and effectively”. 

Post-heroic leaders, she writes: 

Do not feel threatened by others who see things differently. They have a big 
picture view of the needs of customers and of the organisation, in the con-
text of the external environment, and they’re open to fresh perspectives on 
how to meet these needs. They understand that, with a trusted team around 
them, they can use the expertise of others to best advantage.13 

Since its emergence, subgenres of post-heroic leadership have proliferated, in-
cluding Shared Leadership, Distributed Leadership, Complexity Leadership, 
Intergroup Leadership and Collaborative Leadership, but they all share sim-
ilar principles that contrast with heroic leadership, which are illustrated in 
Table 1.1.14 

From an individual perspective, identifying yourself as a leader, no matter your 
formal position in an organisation, is a powerful view to have. It is a proactive 
stance, which gives people a feeling of agency and autonomy, a belief in their 
ability to craft the world around them and make necessary changes. In brief, 
post-heroic leadership provides an opportunity and a mind-set that encourages 
leaders to enable and grow other leaders, and a psychological safety net for 
people to step up and lead. There is a problem however: taken to an extreme, 
it encourages anarchy. There remains a need to balance freedom to lead with a 
collective and shared direction. 

https://advantage.13
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Table 1.1 Contrasting Principles of Heroic and Post-Heroic Leadership 

Heroic Leadership Post-Heroic Leadership 

Position, authority Role, behaviour 
Individual Collective 
Controlling Facilitating 
Directive Emergent 
Transactional Relational, connected 
Top-Down Bottom-Up 

Transformational’ 

Figure 1.5 The Tension between “I/Me” and “We/Us”. 

It is a tension we illustrate with a line that bisects our framework, dividing 
what we do alone as I/Me from what we do together as We/Us (Figure 1.5). 
And seeks to refect the confict we must negotiate in pursuing our individual 
goals and objectives alongside or against those of the teams, organisations and 
societies in which we inevitably exist. 
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This tension is explored in Networked Change,15 which seeks to identify and de-
scribe the strategies and practices that have contributed to successful advocacy 
campaigns in contrast to those that failed to create lasting change. The Report 
refers to successful campaigns as “directed network campaigns”, ones which 
achieved high impact, defned as clear changes in corporate or government pol-
icy and/or widespread attitude change, and high force amplifcation, because they 
started with few resources yet achieved substantial victories. 

Typically, such campaigns are led by a central body that framed the issues and 
coordinated action towards shared milestones, but gave a fair degree of free-
dom and agency to grassroots supporters and a diverse network of allies. They 
succeed, the Report concludes, because they are aligned with new sources of 
self-organised people power (the increasing desire of individuals to choose, cus-
tomise and co-create) while avoiding the pitfalls of diminishing organisational 
loyalty and a decline in institutional trust. In summary, they have an executive 
structure that establishes strategic direction and carefully manages resources 
and relationships among a diverse network of support. And this, as the Report 
acknowledges, requires new leadership skills and technology. 

The widespread disruption and immense publicity were garnered by Extinction 
Rebellion (XR) in 2019 when they conducted a series of non-violent actions 
across central London, post-dates the Networked Change Report, but XR cited 
inspiration from earlier grassroots organisations like the international progres-
sive sociopolitical movement “Occupy”. Occupy is an interesting model be-
cause it talked about being leaderless, which is counter-intuitive when viewed 
through the lens of a hierarchy, but from a network perspective, it simply meant 
there were no positional or formal leaders (Black Lives Matter is another exam-
ple). There were leaders, but they emerged organically from their environment, 
exhibiting leadership based on energy, expertise and initiative rather than any 
formal appointment. However, it is widely believed that the Occupy Move-
ment failed to achieve lasting change because they were unclear about their 
destination and there was no way to settle disputes, with no individual or group 
able to gain enough trust from all the various participants. Similarly, XR, with 
its devolved leadership and broad support base, has at times struggled to agree 
its strategy and facilitate joint action. 

Another example is the Arab Spring, in which the revolutionaries were unable 
to build a consensus beyond the shared injustices that inspired change. The 
movement unseated some of the Middle East’s longest standing leaders, but 
then fragmented into factions and interest groups, leaving behind a chaotic 
vacuum. The chaos was amplifed by social media (ironically the very tool that 
had launched the revolution) through facilitating the spread of misinforma-
tion, rumours and hate speech. This polarisation allowed the Egyptian military 
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to exploit the movement’s divisions and allowed the Muslim Brotherhood to 
dominate the protest space. In short, while social media improved the protes-
tors’ ability to connect at a tactical level, it was no substitute for operational 
and strategic leadership. The fundamental Leninist insight therefore appears to 
hold true: nothing can be done without organisation and this takes time. And 
as Jayne-Anne Gadhia points out, “Movements may happen accidentally, but 
leaders don’t, you must be determined to lead”.16 
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Summary 

So, if complexity is beyond the wit of a single individual and hierarchy/ 
bureaucracy is procedurally unsuited to managing complex environments but 
collective leadership is unable to gain enough trust, legitimacy and authority 
to coalesce ideas and energy around sustainable coordinated action, what is to 
be done? 

It is a problem that we sum up in the fnal iteration of our leadership frame-
work, with a line dividing it into two contexts (Figure 1.6). The frst to the 
right and above the line describes a context in which we are close to certainty 
and agreement. We have problems and many of them are complicated, but we 
have ways of dealing with them. In some cases we have confronted them before 
and have ready-made solutions and where solutions are presently lacking, we 
have procedures and processes to identify them. It is a context suited to the 
autocratic, the hierarchical and the bureaucratic. 

However, to the left and below the line, the context is entirely different. Here, 
we are far from certainty and agreement. Buffeted by crises and beset with com-
plex problems that defy our best efforts to understand them, let  alone solve 
them. This is characterised by VUCA (volatility, uncertainty, complexity and 
ambiguity). The acronym was frst coined toward the end of the 1980s, based 
on the leadership theories of Warren Bennis and Burt Nanus, and was sub-
sequently taken up by the United States Army War College to describe the 
multilateral complexity of the world that emerged after the end of the Cold 
War and has subsequently been given fresh impetus by 9/11, the 2008 fnancial 
crisis and Covid-19. Each episode reminding us how unpredictable the world is 
and that none of us are immune (pardon the pun). 

It is our belief that Network Leadership can exist and prosper in both contexts, 
whether agreement and certainty are near or distant because, fundamentally, 
it is an understanding of leadership that evolves and yet also repeats itself over 
time and space. It is kaleidoscopic in nature and refects an understanding of 
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Figure 1.6 Decision-Making Context. 

the constituent elements of leadership: the task, the team, the individuals and 
the surrounding context as they shift and change. It is an understanding that 
recognises there is no ideal form of leadership, there is only individual practice 
in context and the astute leader will adapt their approach to suit the situa-
tion, task and team, adapting their style to meet the need. Making sense of 
the situation for those about them, gathering the right people for the task and 
mobilising and energising them to drive purposeful action, and it is to a deeper 
examination of network leadership that we now turn. First, an overview and 
then a deeper dive into the four key practices as we see them. But before that, 
take a moment to refect and consider our frst leadership question. 

Leadership Questions 

Where do you currently feel most comfortable as a leader? Be honest. Consider-
ing our Framework of Leadership, where is your default leadership setting when 
the world is being kind to you and how does it change when you are stressed 
and under pressure? 

Network
Leadership
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To help you do this, consider the following questions: 

• Do you have default organisational style  – managerial/transactional or 
leadership/transformational? 

• Is your principal focus on “I/Me” or “We/Us”? 
• Do you tend to operate close to or far from certainty and agreement? 
• Within each of these divides, what is your preferred leadership approach – 

autocratic, democratic or bureaucratic? 
• Which vector of leadership appeals to you (heroic, post-heroic or scientifc 

management), but which do you tend to operate within? 

We all have our default settings, the way we do things that feels most com-
fortable, either because they suit our personality, the environment in which 
we work, or simply because we have always done it that way. So the key activ-
ity here is to consider how you might begin to fex your leadership approach: 
frst by identifying the kaleidoscope of different contexts in which you work 
throughout a typical day, week or month, and then by considering how you 
might adapt the way you handle them. 

You may fnd that you have it absolutely right in all situations, but most likely 
not. To help you explore other possibilities, watch what other people do – what 
works and what doesn’t. The point here is to step out of your habitual and pos-
sibly narrow way of seeing the world and try new ways of getting the most out 
of yourself and other people to get things done. 



http://taylorandfrancis.com


Part II 

Overview of Network 
Leadership 

Network Leadership is not a new term, but it has yet to crystallise into a shared 
and widely understood concept. Currently, it is used predominantly in the pub-
lic and charitable sectors, with a focus on environment, education, health and 
development issues. Whilst the term is less widely used in the corporate sec-
tor, its practices are in use, but unrealised, every day. The underlying practices 
emerge in a variety of guises, clustered around the use of networks and net-
working for personal, operational and strategic insight and action. 

Our own perspective of Network Leadership, developed through participation 
and observation in all three sectors, was at frst largely oblivious to the parallel 
and emerging theoretical perspectives in the public and third sectors. That we 
now fnd much in common with these perspectives and the small but signif-
icant body of corporate practice could therefore be described as a process of 
convergent evolution. 

But in this case, it is ideas rather than species that have evolved similar forms 
and function albeit from different starting points. What follows, therefore, is an 
attempt to bridge the gap between these perspectives and our own experiences, 
to provide a measure of coherence and shared understanding as a backdrop to 
our own observations and ideas. 
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4 

Public Sector Perspective 

In What Is Network Leadership?,1 Curtis Ogden, Senior Associate at the Insti-
tute for Social Change, discusses a collaborative/networked view of leadership 
in the context of education. Recognising that the heroic model has been found 
wanting, he begins with the following observation: 

Especially in this “network age” there appears to be both a growing appre-
ciation that leadership has always been about more than the singular and 
highly visible heroic individual, and that going forward, leadership must be 
upheld as much more of a shared and multi-dimensional endeavour. 

He goes on to describe leadership as being about “holding the whole”. A need 
for groups, teams, organisations and communities to think more expansively 
about the state of a given complex system, such as a community, school or 
school district, and pay attention to what is required to support resiliency 
and/or change for more equitable and sustained beneft. These are situations in 
which the traditional top-down image of leadership often falls short. 

He takes the example of “seemingly superhuman teachers and principals who 
are brought in to rescue failing kids and schools”. The assumption underlying 
such a move, he argues, is that these extraordinary individuals will of their own 
drive and volition beat the odds and dramatically reverse the downward trajec-
tory, just like in a great story or movie; whereas, in reality, the results are mixed 
at best. He is not suggesting that individuals cannot provide crucial sparks at 
important moments in organisations and communities: 

But holding out for heroic singular leadership ignores the systemic reality of 
what got us to where we are in the frst place and denies the more complex 
and connected response that is actually required. 

The alternative, he suggests, is to identify and nurture several core roles or 
functions under the heading of network leadership that will “collectively serve 
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Figure 2.1 Ogden’s Network Leadership Roles. 

to feed the soil and nurture collaborative cultures for connections and fows to 
fourish”, and ultimately lead to more equitable and sustainable success. Ogden 
describes ten such roles. 

The frst role he describes is that of Convener: A person or group who has 
“convening power” and provides the social capital and connections to pull 
people together and some of the resources to support a given event or ongoing 
initiative, whether this be money, space or technology. In practice, they are 
often groups of people – foundations, municipal governments, academic insti-
tutions and community-based organizations – but he also observes that a well-
connected and trusted individual can be a convener. But whether individual or 
institutional, the role includes championing the cause, raising awareness and 
making the initial and ongoing invitation to come together. 
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The second role is that of Designer or Design Team, comprised of a diverse 
group of people representing different parts of the system upon which an initi-
ative is focused. This individual or team maps out the activities that will help 
move a wider group of actors from disparateness to cohesion and from vision 
to action. Designing experiences enliven and bring out the best in a diversity 
of people, including the creation of space for diffcult conversations, building 
trust and equitable access. 

The third role is the Facilitator: A person or team who oversee the process 
of network development and the activation of individual events as part of 
that ongoing process. Facilitators hold the space for diffcult and productive 
conversations, listen to the wishes and wisdom of those who are convened, 
help to build alignment and agreement, support self-organized activity and 
balance structured discussion with openness for emergent possibilities while 
deftly addressing power dynamics and creating space for diverse and equitable 
participation. 

Fourth is the Weaver. A network weaver is aware of the networks around them 
and explicitly works to make them healthier. They do this by helping people 
identify their interests and challenges, connecting people where there is po-
tential for mutual beneft and serving as a catalyst for self-organizing groups. 
Weaving supports the creation of internal group coherence as well as connect-
ing to adjacent groups and networks, with a mind towards creating value for 
individual participants and the broader collective. 

Fifth is the Communicator, which Ogden acknowledges can be a nuanced and 
complex role in social networks and not necessarily the same as organisational 
communications. Fundamentally, it is about helping to create and fll a variety 
of channels (one-to-one, one-to-many, many-to-many) so that people can stay 
connected, share freely and learn in a timely and effective manner. 

Sixth is the Curator. In many cases, Ogden believes it is helpful to have a 
role or roles committed to content curation: soliciting, aggregating, distilling, 
highlighting and organising the abundance of information and other resources. 
The aim is to keep people engaged in seeking and sharing critical information. 

Seventh, there needs to be a Provocateur or Thought Leader. Provocateurs ask 
the otherwise unasked questions. They challenge a group or initiative when it 
is reaching agreement too easily or getting too comfortable and safe with its 
work and thinking. Provocateurs and thought leaders are often found at the 
periphery of networks, spanning the boundaries. 

Eighth is Coordinator. Network coordination often comes down in large part to 
creating and maintaining a support infrastructure, scheduling common meet-
ing times and ensuring that people have access to relevant resources. Especially 
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in complex action-oriented networks, this is a crucial function, without which 
things can quickly unravel. 

Ninth is the Implementer. What exactly constitutes “implementation” can 
vary from network to network. It might be about putting into action a shared 
“strategic plan” of some kind through formalized work groups, but it can also be 
individuals experimenting with and honing promising ideas or trying out new 
things as they emerge through learning and conversation. In Ogden’s view, this 
element of self-organisation is where the network magic happens. 

Finally, there is Governance, which ironically is the function that many people 
want to turn to frst in multi, self-organising and collaborative networks. In this 
case it is more about the process of governance rather than a role and it asks 
the governance questions: How will we make decisions? How will we develop 
policy or make strategic choices? How will we get things done? All valid ques-
tions, but if the default is a traditional governing board structure or a steering 
committee, it can limit network potential. Ogden himself holds to a network 
principle of subsidiarity, where matters ought to be handled by the smallest, 
closest to the ground or least centralized “competent authority”. 

In summary, Ogden’s perspective provides a useful understanding of what needs 
to happen in a network, its component parts if you will, for it to achieve its 
goals. And while a single individual could conceivably perform all these roles, 
it illustrates that Network Leadership is in most circumstances a necessarily 
collaborative effort. What it leaves unaddressed are the key principles and pro-
cesses around which a network might organise and function. For this, we need 
to turn to the example of social entrepreneurs. 

Note 

1 Ogden, C. (2018). What Is Network Leadership in Next Generation Learning Chal-
lenges. (online) Available at https://www.nextgenlearning.org/articles/what-is-
network-leadership (accessed 17 April 2021). 
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Third Sector Perspective 

The Stanford Social Innovation Review (SSIR) uses the term Network Lead-
ers and “Network Entrepreneurs” to describe those who “actively catalyse 
networks  … for systems-level social impact in environmental conservation, 
education, economic development, and beyond”. And it explores the concept 
through the work of seven case studies of network entrepreneurs.1 

The seven case studies are combined and analysed in a separate paper enti-
tled “Five Steps to Building an Effective Impact Network”2 by David Ehrli-
chman, David Sawyer and Jane Wei-Skillern, which identifes four network 
principles: “trust, not control; humility, not brand; node, not hub; and mission, 
not organization”, alongside fve fundamental processes of “Impact Networks”: 
clarify purpose; convene the right people; cultivate trust; coordinate actions; 
and collaborate generously. They describe the fve fundamental processes as 
follows. 

At a practical level, clarifying a network’s purpose or its reason for being re-
quires sense-making: mapping the system, examining the problem from diverse 
perspectives, fnding shared values and recognizing external forces. It also re-
quires an understanding of the local context, including the history of the place 
or system, related efforts, political and power dynamics and hardwired assump-
tions. But there also needs to be a recognition that clarifying the purpose is 
an ongoing endeavour. It must be clear enough initially to identify the right 
partners and encourage them to meet, but as these individuals and groups con-
vene, the network should be open to refning its purpose. Fundamentally, by 
clarifying purpose and context, each network member becomes keenly aware 
that they are just one among many participants working across the system. 

It follows then that “convening right people” means not just gathering those 
who collectively represent all parts of the system, but those who can get things 
done and are willing to cross boundaries and work with people who may have 
very different perspectives and priorities. This includes everyone impacted by 
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the issue, even people you may not normally wish to work with or may even 
compete with. As the authors observe, “Real progress on complex or ‘wicked’ 
problems requires uncommon coordination and collaboration across divides”. 
We will return to the notion of wicked problems later. 

The third process they identify is “cultivating trust”. Sustained, authentic re-
lationships are the foundation of all successful collaborative efforts, and the 
authors argue persuasively that cultivating trust intentionally rather than pas-
sively provides the basis for a culture in which network participants embrace 
the network principle of trust, not control. When a network runs on trust, its 
potential for scaling impact drastically increases. Trust for impact, above all 
else, is the critical ingredient needed for successful collaboration, no matter the 
type of structure or the level of resources. 

Cultivating trust doesn’t mean that people must like each other or agree, but it 
does mean they have to be willing to engage in authentic and sometimes un-
pleasant conversations about the things that divide and challenge them. They 
describe it as creating “trust for impact”: a specifc type of trust that enables 
diverse actors to hold the tension through diffcult conversations and fnd com-
mon ground and work together, despite organisational differences and personal 
disagreements. As they conclude: 

Especially in volatile, emerging contexts, trust for impact must be rooted 
not just in shared purpose, but also in shared values and a shared under-
standing of how to behave and treat each other when disagreements inev-
itably arise. 

The fourth process they describe is to coordinating actions. By identifying and 
coordinating work that is already happening, participants can leverage organi-
sational resources, collaborate around common goals and avoid duplication of 
effort: 

Network entrepreneurs don’t insist that all participants across a network 
agree on any single issue or project. Wicked problems are constantly evolv-
ing and no single action or organization can solve them. Instead of looking 
for a silver bullet, it’s critical to address the problem from many angles with 
a smart, coordinated effort. 

And because emergent collaborative solutions are so dynamic, the most effec-
tive networks assign and coordinate roles as well. Like Ogden, they identify 
several network roles that may include a “core team” to handle certain gov-
ernance decisions, a facilitator to design and lead gatherings and a network 
manager to serve the network’s emergent needs. 
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Finally, network entrepreneurs “collaborate generously”. A generous collabo-
rator does not count transactions, giving only as much as they get in return. 
Instead, they assume positive intent, communicate frequently and consistently 
look for opportunities to work with others in support of shared goals, not per-
sonal gain. Generous collaboration results directly from practicing the network 
principles of “humility, not brand” and “mission, not organisation”. And net-
work members are most likely to embrace a mind-set of generous collaboration 
when they have developed a clear shared purpose, trust for impact and just 
enough structure to focus on their work. 

In addition, the authors recognise that building a resilient and sustainable net-
work requires “dedicated effort and a long time-horizon”. And while the steps 
do not necessarily happen in order, they must be constantly reaffrmed as the 
network forms and evolves, remaining adaptive to changing circumstances. 
Participants may change jobs, organisations may shift priorities, external forces 
will shift and problems evolve, so impact networks must constantly reaffrm 
their shared purpose, convene the right people and cultivate trust. 

Furthermore, given the complexity and time-intensive nature of building 
a successful impact network, they point to instances where roles are divided 
between multiple people. For instance, a respected individual or organization 
might take an initial leadership role in clarifying purpose and convening the 
right people based on their existing web of relationships and ability to pull 
together an initial meeting. But the network might then bring in a more ex-
perienced network entrepreneur to facilitate further gatherings, cultivate trust 
and serve the network’s emergent needs. 

It is noteworthy that their focus on clarifying purpose, convening the right 
people, cultivating trust, coordinating action and collaborating generously is 
similar to that of Anne-Marie Slaughter, who set us off in search of a playbook 
for network leadership. In the Chessboard and the Web,3 she describes network 
leaders combining the skills of clarifcation, curation, connection, cultivation 
and catalysis. 

In Slaughter’s view, leadership begins with the clarifcation of goals when 
someone steps forward and makes suggestions about how to fx or achieve 
something. But it continues through repeatedly refning what those goals mean 
in practice through facilitated discussion and working through disagreements. 
Next, curation refers to the careful selection of whom to connect to whom: 
people, institutions and resources, while good connectors are synergy spotters, 
cross-fertilising and spreading knowledge and connections to help the network 
grow towards a common purpose. Additionally, a great connector continually 
checks in with the members of the network, which is cultivation. 
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Cultivation refers to the growing and nurturing talent, trust building and deep-
ening relationships through repeated interactions, delegation and empower-
ment, troubleshooting and confict resolution, the setting and enforcement of 
boundaries, sharing knowledge, gathering resources and holding stakeholders 
to account. All of which requires the fnal element, catalysis, the spark to sus-
tain and rekindle activity in a network, which requires uncommon abilities of 
persuasion and, she points out, is often enhanced by being open to persuasion 
yourself. In short, it is important to role model dialogue and demonstrate that 
you too are prepared to change. 

If Ogden’s view explains the individual organs of the network, then the social 
entrepreneur perspective illustrates the importance of the connective tissue 
and the energy required to drive the network around a shared purpose, shared 
ideas and resources and shared ways of operating together. In this sense, it be-
gins to address the question raised regarding social movements in the last chap-
ter of the previous section, namely: how to strike a balance between direction 
and freedom. 

In attempting to answer this question, a useful framework is offered by Marshall 
Ganz and Liz McKenna, who explore social movement leadership through fve 
interdependent practices of relationship building, narrative, strategy, structure 
and action.4 

They argue that relationship building is key to any leadership endeavour, but in 
social movements this goes beyond mobilising individuals to join through trans-
actions of resources and interest. Instead, it encourages commitment to future 
engagement through the experience of shared values, which, in turn, builds 
collective capacity. In network terms, it depends on strong (homogeneous) 
relational ties, which facilitate effciency (doing things right) through trust, 
motivation and commitment, and weak (heterogeneous) ties, which ensure 
effectiveness (doing the right things) by broadening access to knowledge, skills 
and learning. In short, it leverages the power of strong ties, but mitigates the 
dangers of tightly bonded teams with weak ties, which facilitate connection 
with other teams, thereby allowing the circulation of challenge, new ideas and 
the avoidance of groupthink, a key topic to which we will return. 

Next is narrative, which is a powerful way to access, express and cultivate the 
emotional resources embedded in shared values: resources that are necessary 
to confront challenges with courage, resilience and agency. Narrative not only 
articulates pathways from the world as it is to the world as it should be, but 
also sparks the motivation to act on it. A good story, well told, can slip past 
the defences of the rational mind, pluck at our hearts and stir our emotions. 
Human societies they point out have fourished without the wheel, but none 
has existed without stories. We are storytelling animals; to be human is to tell 
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stories. The ability to learn from vicarious experience through storytelling is 
thought to have provided an evolutionary advantage to our ancestors in terms 
of survival, the spread of innovation and the development of culture. 

However, while narrative engages the emotional brain, we need strategy to 
engage the rational brain, drawing upon our cognitive resources for analysis, 
problem solving and adaptation. Strategy is the practice of turning the re-
sources you have into the power you need to get what you want. Given the 
highly uncertain environments in which social movements operate successful 
strategising is an ongoing adaptive practice, something movement leaders do 
rather than something they have neatly labelled in a single document or fle. 
Additionally, because social movements often challenge organisations and in-
stitutions with abundant traditional resources like wealth, status, expertise and 
political power, their leaders must fnd ways to compensate through greater 
resourcefulness and agile responsiveness. This requires an integrated analysis 
of the big picture aligned with highly particular knowledge of the specifc con-
text. This, in turn, requires strategic capacity and knowledge of the bigger pic-
ture to be widely distributed rather than concentrated in a strategy team that 
is removed from the rank-and-fle implementation. High motivation (strong 
ties), access to diverse sources of salient knowledge (weak ties) and a commit-
ment to learning facilitate this leadership practice. 

In terms of structure, there is a balance to be struck between the absence of 
structure, where groups may act incoherently and sometimes at cross-purposes, 
and an extremely hierarchical structure that centralises all strategizing in the 
hands of a few individuals, leading to incapacity to respond with agility to 
threats and opportunities. The ideal is coordinated operations with decentral-
ised control, a balance between effciency, alignment and adaptability. This 
requires a shared understanding of the environment and our place within it, 
alongside a shared sense of purpose – what we are trying to achieve and why – 
which, in turn, requires leaders to create an ecosystem within the organisa-
tion and its environment that develops lateral as well as vertical ties to ensure 
shared understanding and purpose. Such systemic understanding and purpose 
then allow effective adaptation to emerging threats and opportunities by indi-
viduals and teams closest to the problem. 

Finally, to transform individual resources into collective power, relationships, 
stories, strategy and structure must all be mobilised towards a common goal 
and deployed through diverse actions. For protests to turn into powerful move-
ments, tactical actions must be strategic, focused and well executed. Since 
most movements rely on people-based voluntary resources, learning how to 
secure sustained commitment of these resources while asking participants to 
take sometimes very costly tactical action (i.e. risking arrest or worse) is a key 



   
    

      
   

   
 

   
 

    

       

50 Overv iew of  Network  Leadersh ip  

leadership challenge. Ineffective, disorganised and poorly executed actions 
undermine the sustained motivation necessary to keep the movement going 
forward. But how do we turn these principles into practical activity? Well, the 
corporate sector offers some examples. 

Notes 
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Corporate Sector Perspective 

The corporate perspective is less explicit in its use of term “Network Leader-
ship”, but there are two pertinent examples. In the 5 Dynamics of Network 
Leadership,1 Doug Macnamara describes Network Leadership in terms of a 
strategic questioning perspective and refers to it as “systems-thinking leader-
ship taken to the next level”. Leadership that goes beyond “traditional inward 
looking and autocratic management, which encourages leaders to engage, em-
power, facilitate, and bring connectedness to an otherwise unwieldy mass of 
disparate elements”. Taken together, the “5 Dynamics” provide a useful frame 
of reference for understanding the systems in which we operate (the subject of 
Part Three) as well as illuminating some of the key strategic and operational 
questions that a network approach can usefully pose for organisations. 

The frst dynamic is external focus, asking questions about the industry sector 
and overall marketplace dynamics. The second concerns innovation, seeking 
to take advantage of the organisation’s employee experience and expertise. The 
third is knowledge dynamic, linking together a variety of stakeholders, includ-
ing suppliers, partners, clients/end-users, even competitors, to address organi-
sational learning. The fourth is a community or public accountability dynamic, 
which recognises that people are increasingly coming to expect more from ex-
ecutives and government leaders. The fnal dynamic recognises that there will 
always be constraints on organisational growth: environmental, fnancial and 
market driven. 

Macnamara’s 5 Dynamics will no doubt be familiar, in one guise or another, 
to anyone conversant with strategic analysis. The insight, however, is in vis-
ualising the different elements as dynamic and evolving networks, revealing 
organisations to be less like complicated machines with discrete boundaries 
and interfaces, but rather as complex organisms with permeable membranes. 

Conversely, the Centre for Creative Leadership (CCL) approaches network 
leadership from an individual perspective. In Leadership Networking: Connect, 
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Collaborate, Create,2 Curt Grayson describes leadership networking as building 
relationships and making alliances in the service of others and in the service 
of your organisation’s work and goals. The booklet is designed to show lead-
ers how best to enhance their networks and become effective at leadership 
through networking. In an article on the CCL website,3 Grayson identifes six 
rules for effective leadership networking: be sincere, share resources, use power 
thoughtfully, communicate skilfully, be a savvy negotiator and learn to manage 
confict. 

All good points. Who could doubt the value of sincerity, reciprocity, the wise 
use of power and the advantages of skilful communication, confict resolution 
and “savvy” negotiating skills? They are all good heroic leader attributes, but 
it tells us less about the networks themselves and how they might be used and 
deployed for action. For that, we turn to a selection of three articles that do not 
specifcally mention network leadership, but nevertheless put networks at the 
heart of their theory and practise. 

Kotter’s ‘Dual Operating System’ 

The frst is Kotter’s “Dual Operating System”, elaborated in an article by John 
Kotter4 and later developed into a book (2014). Kotter begins with the uncon-
troversial view that the greatest challenge business leaders face today is how 
to stay competitive amid constant turbulence and disruption, but further con-
tends that in the 21st century, this will force them to evolve a fundamentally 
new form of organisation. He argues that the hierarchical structures and organ-
isational processes we have used for decades to run and improve our enterprises 
are no longer effective in this ever faster-moving world. 

His solution is a dual operating system: a traditional management-driven hier-
archy working in parallel with a new strategy network, which would design and 
implement strategy, using an agile, network-like structure and a very different 
set of processes. This new system would be designed to continually assess the 
business, the industry and the organisation, and react with greater agility, speed 
and creativity than the existing hierarchical one. At the same time, freeing 
the traditional hierarchy to do what it is optimized to do. He makes the point 
that many start-ups are organized more as networks than as hierarchies and 
that even in mature organisations, informal networks frequently operate, albeit 
under the hierarchical radar. 

His new strategy system builds on the eight-step method for change he devel-
oped 15 years earlier in Leading Change,5 this time offering eight “accelerators”. 
There are three main differences, however. First, the change steps he described 
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have often been used in rigid, fnite and sequential ways in effecting or respond-
ing to episodic change, whereas the accelerators he describes are concurrent 
and always at work. Second, the steps were to be driven by a small, powerful 
core group (a Guiding Coalition [GC]), whereas the accelerators pull in as 
many people as possible from throughout the organization to form a “volunteer 
army”. Third, the steps were designed to function within a traditional hierar-
chy, whereas the accelerators require the fexibility and agility of a network. 

It is important to note for our own study that one of the fve key principles at 
the heart of the dual operating system is leadership: 

Much more leadership, not just more management. At the core of a success-
ful hierarchy is competent management. A strategy network, by contrast, 
needs lots of leadership, which means it operates with different processes 
and language and expectations. The game is all about vision, opportunity, 
agility, inspired action, and celebration—not project management, budget 
reviews, reporting relationships, compensation, and accountability to a 
plan. 

Interestingly, he imagines the network of the dual operating system to be like 
a solar system, with a GC as the sun, strategic initiatives as planets and sub-
initiatives as moons or satellites: 

This structure is dynamic: initiatives and sub-initiatives coalesce and dis-
band as needed. Although a typical hierarchy tends not to change from year 
to year, the network can morph with ease. In the absence of bureaucratic 
layers, command-and-control prohibitions, and Six Sigma processes, this 
type of network permits a level of individualism, creativity, and innovation 
that not even the least bureaucratic hierarchy can provide. Populated with 
employees from all across the organization and up and down its ranks, the 
network liberates information from silos and hierarchical layers and enables 
it to fow with far greater freedom and accelerated speed. 

And the “Eight Accelerators” are the processes that enable the strategy net-
work to function. The frst is to create a sense of urgency around a single big 
opportunity, to heighten the organisation’s awareness that it needs continual 
strategic adjustment towards opportunities. The second is to build and maintain 
a GC. The core of a strategy network is the GC, which is made up of volunteers 
from throughout the organization, selected to represent each of the hierarchy’s 
departments and levels, with a broad range of skills and whom the leadership 
trusts. The third is to formulate a strategic vision and develop change initia-
tives designed to capitalize opportunities. The vision serves as a strategic true 
north for the dual operating system and critically, it is “emotionally appealing 
as well as strategically smart”. 
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Fourth, it is necessary to communicate the vision and the strategy to create 
buy-in and attract volunteers. A vividly formulated, high-stakes vision and 
strategy, promulgated by a GC in ways that are both memorable and authen-
tic, will prompt people to discuss them without the cynicism that often greets 
messages cascading down the hierarchy. Fifth, accelerate movement towards 
the vision and the opportunity by ensuring that the network removes barriers. 
Fundamentally, the GC and other volunteers are not a bunch of grunts carrying 
out orders from above. They are themselves change leaders who bring energy, 
commitment and enthusiasm to the task. 

Sixth, celebrate visible, signifcant short-term wins. A strategy network’s cred-
ibility won’t last long without confrmation that its decisions and actions are 
benefting the organisation. Seventh, never let up. Keep learning from experi-
ence and don’t declare victory too soon. Organisations must continue to carry 
through on strategic initiatives and create new ones, to adapt to shifting busi-
ness environments and thus to enhance their competitive positions. When an 
organisation takes its foot off the gas, cultural and political resistance will arise 
again like a dormant virus. And fnally, it is necessary to institutionalise any 
strategic changes in the culture. No strategic initiative, big or small, is com-
plete until it has been incorporated into day-to-day activities. 

In summary, Kotter describes the dual operating system as “a vast, purposeful 
expansion in scale, scope, and power of the smaller, informal networks that 
accomplish tasks faster and cheaper than hierarchies can”. It is a distinct type 
of network leadership, one that is created by the conventional hierarchy for a 
specifc purpose. It may take advantage of existing network leaders and change 
champions, but fundamentally it is created and directed rather than growing 
organically like a social network. 

Morieux’s Six Rules 

The second article is by Yves Morieux, who starts from the perspective that, 
similar to Kotter, organisations face an increasingly complex world,6 a world 
in which managers fnd themselves spending more time writing reports and 
attending coordination meetings and less time managing their teams. The con-
sequence of which is that employees are often misdirected and expend effort 
in vain, becoming increasingly disengaged and unproductive. Companies, he 
concludes, need a better way to manage complexity. 

His contention is that real cooperation is not a matter of getting along well; 
it’s about considering the constraints and goals of others in your actions and 
decisions. He therefore sets out an approach based on six rules. The frst three 
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focus on enabling: providing the information needed to understand where the 
problems are and empowering the right people to make good choices. The sec-
ond three focus on impelling: motivating people to cooperate, thanks to feed-
back loops that expose them as directly as possible to the consequences of their 
actions. Together, he describes the “Six Smart Rules” as allowing companies 
to manage complexity not by prescribing specifc behaviours, but by creating a 
context within which optimal behaviours will occur. 

Rule 1 aims to “Improve Understanding of What Co-Workers Do”. To respond 
to complexity intelligently, people must really understand each other’s work: 
the goals and challenges others must meet; the resources they can draw on; and 
the constraints under which they operate. People can’t fnd this kind of infor-
mation in formal job descriptions; they can learn it only by observing and in-
teracting. The manager’s job therefore is to make sure that such learning takes 
place, because without this shared understanding, people may duplicate work, 
miss opportunities for collaboration and blame problems on other people’s lack 
of intelligence, skills or collegiality rather than organisational constraints. 

Rule 2 is “Reinforce the People Who Are Integrators”. Conficts between front 
and back offces are common. Back offces typically need to standardize pro-
cesses and work, while front offces must accommodate the needs of individual 
customers. The same thing often happens between the corporate centre and 
regional offces. His solution is to empower individuals or groups to play an in-
tegrative role. In almost any unit, he argues, you will fnd one or two managers 
who already interact with multiple stakeholders (customers as well as other 
functions). Once you’ve identifed them, you should reinforce their power by 
increasing their responsibilities and giving them a greater say on issues that 
matter to others. 

Rule 3 focuses on “Increasing Incentives for People to Co-Operate”. The peo-
ple with the least power in an organization generally shoulder most of the bur-
den of cooperation and get the least credit. When they realise this, they often 
withdraw from cooperation and hide in their silos. Companies that want to 
prevent this and increase cooperation need to give these people incentives to 
take the risk of moving out of isolation, trusting others, showing initiative and 
being transparent about performance. 

Rule 4 is intended to “Increase the Need for Reciprocity”. A good way to spur 
productive cooperation is to expand the responsibilities of integrators beyond 
the activities over which they have direct control. Making their goals richer 
and more complex, he reasons, will drive them to resolve trade-offs rather than 
avoid them. And in a similar vein, it may be better to take resources away. A 
family with fve television sets doesn’t have to negotiate which programme to 
watch because everyone can watch the show he or she wants. The result is the 
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kind of self-suffciency that kills family life. Removing resources could be a 
good way to make people more dependent on and more cooperative with one 
another. Eliminating internal monopolies by creating overlaps and bundling 
activities into cross-functional projects also increases the possibility for recip-
rocal action and impels cooperation. 

Rule 5 “Makes Employees Feel the Shadow of the Future”. The longer it takes 
for the consequences of a decision to take effect, the more diffcult it is to hold 
a decision-maker accountable. For example, many of those involved at the 
launch of a three-year project will no longer be around when it is completed. 
They won’t be affected by the consequences of their actions, the trade-offs they 
make or how well they cooperate. In other words, the shadow of the future 
does not reach them. People are more likely to feel the shadow of the future 
if you bring the future closer by reducing the lead times on projects and work 
processes; increasing the frequency of output performance reviews; or assigning 
managers to downstream work. Perhaps moving some engineers to the after-
sales team where they would experience frst-hand the effects of their design. 

Finally, Rule 6 “Put the Blame on the Unco-Operative”. Some activities in-
volve such a long time lag between cause and effect that, between research 
and development, for instance, it’s impossible to set up direct feedback loops 
that expose people to the consequences of their actions. There are also situa-
tions where jobs are so remote that it’s diffcult to have a direct feedback loop 
that makes the people who perform them feel interdependent with others. In 
those cases, managers must close the feedback loop themselves by explicitly 
introducing a penalty for any people or units that fail to cooperate on solving a 
problem – even if the problem does not occur in their area – and increase the 
payoff for all when units cooperate in a benefcial way. 

Ibarra and Hunter’s Leadership Transition 

The fnal article is from 2007,7 in which Herminia Ibarra, then Charles Handy 
Professor of Organizational Behaviour at London Business School, and Mark 
Lee Hunter, an adjunct professor at INSEAD, argued for the importance of 
networks in making a successful transition from functional manager to business 
leader, one that they described as requiring a “leap from a lifetime of functional 
contributions and hands-on control to the ambiguous process of building and 
working through networks”. 

They spent two years following a cohort of 30 managers making this transition, 
an infection point in their careers that challenged them to rethink of both 
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themselves and their roles. In the process, they found that networking, creat-
ing a fabric of personal contacts who will provide support, feedback, insight, 
resources and information, was simultaneously one of the most self-evidently 
important and one of “the most dreaded developmental challenges that aspir-
ing leaders must address”. 

They described the typical manager as rising through the ranks through strong 
command of their technical discipline and hard graft. However, when chal-
lenged with moving beyond their functional specialty and addressing strategic 
issues faced by the business, most did not grasp that this required relational 
and not simply technical acumen. Instead, they often regarded exchanges and 
interactions with a diverse array of current and potential stakeholders as a dis-
traction from their actual work rather than a fundamental aspect of their new 
leadership role. Some were positively resistant, seeing networking as “insincere 
or manipulative”. 

Observing this cohort of leaders, Ibarra and Hunter identifed three distinct but 
interdependent forms of networking: operational, personal and strategic, each 
of which played a vital role in their leadership transition. The frst helped them 
manage their current internal responsibilities, the second boosted their per-
sonal development and the third opened their eyes to new business directions 
and the stakeholders they would need to enlist. What was quickly apparent, 
however, was that even those managers who believed themselves accomplished 
networkers were often only operating at an operational or personal level, ignor-
ing the value of networks for strategic purposes. 

They described the purpose of operational networking as ensuring coordina-
tion and cooperation among people who must know and trust one another in 
order to accomplish their immediate tasks. While recognising it is not always 
easy, they believed it to be relatively straightforward, because the task provides 
a clear focus for collaboration and action. However, even though operational 
networking came most naturally to the managers studied, nearly everyone had 
important blind spots regarding the people and groups they depended on to 
make things happen. One of the key problems with an exclusive reliance on 
operational networks was: 

That they are usually geared toward meeting objectives as assigned, not 
toward asking the strategic question, “What should we be doing?” By the 
same token, managers do not exercise as much personal choice in assem-
bling operational relationships as they do in weaving personal and strategic 
networks, because to a large extent the right relationships are prescribed by 
the job and organizational structure. Thus, most operational networking oc-
curs within an organization, and ties are determined in large part by routine, 
short-term demands. 
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In short, the typical manager was more concerned with sustaining cooperation 
within their existing network rather than building relationships to face non-
routine or unforeseen challenges. But as a manager moves into a leadership 
role, his or her network must reorient itself externally and towards the future. 

The second form of networking was personal, described as a means by which 
managers could gain new perspectives and advance their careers through mem-
bership of professional associations, alumni groups, clubs and personal interest 
communities. Yet, among the managers surveyed, many questioned why they 
should spend precious time on activities so indirectly related to the work at 
hand. They could not see the value of such activity when they were struggling 
to fnd time to achieve urgent operational tasks. 

What they failed to appreciate was that such contacts could provide important 
referrals, information and even developmental support such as coaching and 
mentoring. Critically: 

What makes a personal network powerful is its referral potential. According 
to the famous six degrees of separation principle [to which we will return in 
the next section of the book], our personal contacts are valuable to the extent 
that they help us reach, in as few connections as possible, the far-off person 
who has the information we need. 

Ibarra and Hunter conclude that for people who have rarely looked outside 
their organisations, personal networking is an important frst step, one that 
fosters a deeper understanding of themselves and the environments in which 
they operate. Ultimately, however, it will not help a manager through the lead-
ership transition unless they learn how to bring those connections to bear on 
organisational strategy. 

“Strategic Networking”, they argue, is key to the transition from functional 
manager to business leader. The development of lateral and vertical relation-
ships with other functional and business unit managers, all of whom will be 
outside their immediate control, becomes critical to achieving personal and 
organisational goals. Operating beside players with diverse affliations, back-
grounds, objectives and incentives requires a manager to formulate business 
rather than functional objectives and to work through the coalitions and net-
works needed to sell ideas and compete for resources. 

Based on their research, they argue that what differentiates a leader from a 
manager is: 

The ability to fgure out where to go and to enlist the people and groups 
necessary to get there. Recruiting stakeholders, lining up allies and sym-
pathizers, diagnosing the political landscape, and brokering conversations 
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among unconnected parties are all part of a leader’s job. As they step up to 
the leadership transition, some managers accept their growing dependence 
on others and seek to transform it into mutual infuence. Others dismiss 
such work as “political” and, as a result, undermine their ability to advance 
their goals. 

Ibarra and Hunter determine that the key to a good strategic network is the abil-
ity to marshal information, support and resources from one sector of a network 
to achieve results in another. Strategic networkers, they believe, use indirect 
infuence, convincing one person in the network to get someone else who is not 
in the network to take a needed action. Moreover, strategic networkers don’t 
just infuence their relational environment; they shape it in their own image. 

A good place to start is leveraging each domain of networking into the others, 
for example, by seeking out personal contacts who can be objective, strate-
gic counsellors. But the key for many managers is to change their attitude to-
wards the “legitimacy and necessity of networking”. When aspiring leaders do 
not believe that networking is important, they will not allocate enough time 
and effort to see it pay off. First and foremost, therefore, manager’s need to re-
evaluate how they use their time: 

Participating in formal and informal meetings with people in other units 
takes time away from functional responsibilities and internal team affairs. 
Between the obvious payoff of a task accomplished and the ambiguous, of-
ten delayed rewards of networking, naive managers repeatedly choose the 
former. The less they practice networking, the less effcient at it they be-
come, and the vicious cycle continues. 

In contrast: 

Effective business leaders spend a lot of time every day gathering the in-
formation they need to meet their goals, relying on informal discussions 
with a lot of people who are not necessarily in charge of an issue or task. 
They network in order to obtain information continually, not just at formal 
meetings. 

Another important point they make is to develop relationships ahead of need: 
do not wait until you need something to develop a relationship. The best net-
workers do exactly the opposite; they take every opportunity to give to and 
receive from their network, whether they need help or not. Equally, good 
networkers take the initiative to connect two people who would beneft from 
meeting each other. And ultimately, they stick with it. Building a leadership 
network, they conclude, is a skill that requires practice, but even more than 
that, it requires will. 
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The EO Programme 

The development of high aspirations and relationship networks are ex-
plicit in the authors’ leadership and development programmes. For over 
a decade, Mike, and latterly James, ran a leadership development pro-
gramme for functional managers in Total, at the French oil major’s Aber-
deen offces, Total Exploration and Production in the UK (TEPUK). It 
was for the managers who had been identifed as candidates for general 
management roles. EO is Latin and means “to drive forward or to ad-
vance”, which perfectly described the purpose of the programme, both for 
them and the business. 

The programme included participants from the UK, France and Norway 
and was based on an understanding of the needs of the business, then and 
in the future, through feedback from members of the TEPUK Excom and 
research with staff and managers about what they wanted of their leaders. 
The result was a nine-month programme that included a core element 
with opportunities for feedback, personal coaching, group workshops 
and project work. In addition, delegates attended a 12-day programme at 
Cranfeld University near London. 

The aim of the programme was “To develop those people in whom we can 
trust with the future of the business”. This was a high aspiration but was 
achieved by increasing the candidate’s ability to make and take decisions, 
be change resilient and competent and with an ability to adapt to differ-
ent cultures and environments. The objectives were that, as a result of the 
programme, participants should: 

• Be better leaders and managers capable of representing and shaping 
the business. 

• Grow in self-awareness and develop their behaviour and skills in 
their role as leaders. 

• Understand their responsibility as leaders in the ownership and im-
plementation of strategy. 

• Have confdence in their decision-making and not be afraid to be 
accountable for the consequences. 

• Raise their own visibility through interaction with senior manage-
ment on the delivery of their Business Development Project. 

• Add value through delivery of their Business Development Project. 
• Build a strong and lasting peer network with other participants. 
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The programme was aimed at individuals who would beneft from a gen-
eral increase in business ability and a fuller understanding about business 
in general, but in terms of potential participants identifed as individuals 
who could make a substantial contribution to delivering business goals 
rather than simply completing their functional task list. The criteria 
against which they were selected and supported was as leaders who: 

• Excel in their own discipline. 
• Have the potential to do more. 
• Have a positive attitude and always deliver. 
• Are self-aware, supportive of others and adaptable. 
• Exhibit initiative and are prepared to try new and different ideas. 
• Communicate effectively and can form effective working relation-

ships at different levels across the business. 
• Listen and consider the wider impact of decisions and actions. 
• Have courage and confdence. 
• Have the willingness to develop and the time to commit to the 

programme. 

Being eligible for the programme was only the frst step; however, mem-
bership of the programme carried no guarantees about their future, but it 
did provide a great opportunity for them to learn new things and increase 
their visibility and impact within the organisational network. 

We have subsequently run a series of workshops on Network Leadership 
for Total’s Global Leadership Programme. 

In summary, the three articles provide a useful illustration of the practicalities 
of Network Leadership. Kotter’s perspective makes clear the power of a net-
worked rather than solely hierarchical approach to ambiguity and uncertainty. 
He also points out that informal networks are present in all organisations, and 
in the right circumstances they can be created and used to get things done. 
The “Guiding Coalition” and “Volunteer Army” effectively make explicit the 
notion of networked action. 

Morieux shares Kotter’s belief that networks are a way for businesses to cope 
with ambiguity and complexity. But his solution is to facilitate greater connec-
tion by working within the existing fabric of the organisation rather than cre-
ate a new system. His approach is to identify and highlight those who already 
connect either by nature or role, but also to bring together those who might 
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not connect in the normal course of events, through a combination of role, 
process and activity sharing. 

Finally, Ibarra and Hunter illustrate the individual and organisational value of 
managers using a networked/relational approach to navigating the transition or 
infection point from functional/operational management to strategic/business 
leadership. Their key point is that in order to make the transition, leaders need 
to change what they value and how they spend their time. In essence, they 
must change the balance between short-term task accomplishment and longer-
term relationship building. 

Finally, let us turn to our own view of Network Leadership, which draws upon 
much of the foregoing literature, but also our own experience of leadership and 
management as well as our privileged observation and dialogue with leaders 
and managers across the corporate, public and third sectors. 

Notes 

1 Macnamara, D. (2018). 5 Dynamics of Network Leadership. (online) Available at 
https://www.cmc-global.org/content/5-dynamics-network-leadership (accessed 17 
April 2021). 

2 Grayson, C. and Baldwin, D. (2007). Leadership Networking: Connect, Collaborate, 
Create. Center for Creative Leadership. Greensboro, USA: Illustrated Edition. 

3 Grayson, C. (2017). The Top 6 Rules of Leadership Networking. (online) Available 
at https://www.ccl.org/blog/top-6-rules-leadership-networking/ (accessed 17 April 
2021). 

4 Kotter, J.P. (2012). Accelerate! Brighton, MA: Harvard Business Press. 
5 Kotter, J.P. (1996). Leading Change. Boston, MA: Harvard Business Press. 
6 Morieux, Y. (2011). Smart Rules: Six Ways for People Solve Problems Without 

You. (online) Available at https://store.hbr.org/product/smart-rules-six-ways-to-
get-people-to-solve-problems-without-you/R1109D (accessed 17 April 2021). 

7 Ibarra, H. and Hunter, M.L. (2007). How Leaders Create and Use Networks. Har-
vard Business Review, 85(1): pp. 40–7. 

http://www.cmc~global.org
http://www.ccl.org
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https://store.hbr.org
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Our Perspective of Network 
Leadership 

In the preface, we defned network leadership as: 

The capability to work across social boundaries, connecting ideas with ac-
tion and people with resources, in pursuit of shared goals. Leaders who, 
while open to possibility and opportunity, remain true to the core beliefs of 
alignment, synergy and restless persuasion. 

It is a capacity that exists in the tension between the elements of the Leader-
ship Framework we described in the previous chapter. And in our experience, 
Network Leaders facilitate network action through four key practices: 

1. They understand the social system. 
2. They have convening power. 
3. They lead beyond their formal and positional authority. 
4. They possess the power of restless persuasion. 

Let us look at each in turn. 

Understanding the Social System. An understanding of networks helps identify 
the cliques, silos and gaps in connectivity, which, when dealt with effectively, 
can improve productivity and responsiveness, smooth channels of communi-
cation and spur change and innovation. Network Leaders have a thorough un-
derstanding of their network and an ability to connect and energise it around 
a personal manifesto of what they believe and what they are trying to achieve 
for their organisation or community. 

Convening Power. Network Leaders recognise that they don’t have all the an-
swers but that those around them might, and they draw on this web of connec-
tion to get things done. Network Leaders have something to say that is worth 
listening to, an attractive power based on their values, their ideas and their 
ability to make sense of things. But also an ability to recognise and mobilise 
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underlying movements, creating a personal manifesto that draws people to 
them from across organisations, businesses, communities and societies. 

A leader can of course appeal to a narrow constituency and we do not have to 
look far for examples, whether this be politicians, warlords or religious extrem-
ists. But we are suggesting a more expansive style of leadership; one that draws 
together diverse groups in pursuit of shared rather than divisive goals and lead-
ers who recognise that the only way to survive and prosper in turbulent times is 
to draw on a wide range of good ideas no matter the source. 

Leading beyond Authority is the ability to work across boundaries, connect-
ing ideas with action and people with resources. But unlike conventional top-
down leadership, leadership in a networked world is more about enabling than 
directing; more about infuence than control; more indirect than direct. It is 
leadership understood frst and foremost as a social process that creates direc-
tion, alignment and commitment. It is less about formal and positional author-
ity and more about the individual leader, their integrity and competence. It is 
leadership understood as something you give, not something you get through 
promotion to a management position. 

Restless Persuasion. Network Leaders have a simple clarity and focus about 
what they want to achieve for their organisation or community and are driven 
by a personal manifesto that summarises their ambition. It is an approach that 
is always open to possibility and opportunity: reforming networks and ideas 
as projects unfold and reconfguring in order to deliver, but remaining true to 
their core beliefs. And this requires an abundance of energy and resilience to 
keep moving forward in the face of obstacles, to feel comfortable in the chaos 
of networks, to live in the question and not grasp prematurely at solutions and 
at times it requires them to be unreasonable. To challenge the status quo, to 
question the way we have always done things around here. In short, to confront 
what others accept as reasonable but is in fact wrong. 

In the frst place, let us set our own perspective of Network Leadership against 
the other perspectives we have presented (Table 2.1). The table provides an 
opportunity to step back and see the metaphorical wood of Network Leader-
ship instead of just the individual trees or perspectives. Essentially, it allows us 
to appreciate how the four elements of our own perspective capture and, we 
hope, provide a coherent structure in which to place the insights of the other 
perspectives, none of which on their own provide an overarching framework. 

Critically, it reinforces our view of the Network Leader: someone who under-
stands the various elements of the context in which they work and the con-
nections between them; someone who can make sense of it for others and help 
them navigate through the complexity; someone able to mobilise and deploy 
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people for action through powerful communication, aligning storytelling for 
emotion with a rationale for effective action; and someone who is alive to the 
dynamism inherent in any system and is able to rethink and repurpose as the 
situation demands and yet holds true to their values and inner conviction. 

Equally fascinating, however, was to see where the gaps exist in the table, 
namely around understanding the system and restless persuasion. Consequently, 
as we developed our ideas of Network Leadership, we had in our minds eye an 
image of two bookends, “Understanding the Social System” and “Restless Per-
suasion”, supporting the “books” of “Convening Power” and “Leading Beyond 
Authority”. This was simply a convenient way of visualising the supporting 
nature of the former to the actual leadership activity in the latter, but the met-
aphor is more prescient than we thought. Leadership is indeed a well-studied 
concept, but its supportive framework, that which nourishes it in the frst place 
and sustains it in the long run, perhaps less so. 

Under the leadership practice of “Understanding the Social System” the table 
shows the existing perspectives as being the creation of a map of social rela-
tionships from which it is possible to navigate. But, while this is part of the 
practice of Network Leaders, this is not all of it. Understanding the system is 
as much about intuition as intellect. We know that Network Leaders create 
a mental map of the social system as a way of locating the energy in the sys-
tem and therefore which parts need most attention, but this makes more sense 
when linked with the practice of “Restless Persuasion” and the mental acuity 
required to keep up with an ever-shifting pattern of relationships and goals. 

The table shows the limited existing research that supports our practice of 
“Restless Persuasion”. However, when understood alongside the idea of lead-
ership as a form of energy, it makes more sense. “Restless Persuasion” is about 
how leaders distribute their energy and use it to multiply its effect; their mental 
map, informed by intuition, identifes where to distribute that energy. 



Summary 

As we have repeatedly made clear, Network Leadership is neither an entirely 
new concept nor does it stand apart from theories of leadership that have gone 
before; a fact that is made abundantly clear from the multiple references in 
the table to the leadership practices of convening power and leading beyond 
authority. What the literature of leadership has perhaps paid less attention to is 
the importance of the key supporting elements of understanding leadership in 
context and the energy and resilience required to catalyse and maintain action 
within any social system. 

With that in mind, we aim to set out in detail what we mean by Network 
Leadership. But frst, in brief, we believe that Network Leadership sits most 
comfortably in the category of post-heroic leadership, which is more suited 
to environments characterised by volatility, uncertainty, complexity and am-
biguity than leadership based on hierarchical position and authority. Unlike 
conventional top-down leadership, leadership in a networked world is more 
about enabling than directing; more about infuence than control; more indi-
rect than direct. It is leadership understood frst and foremost as a social process 
that creates direction, alignment and commitment. It is less about formal and 
positional authority and more about infuence and restless persuasion. 

We do not, however, dismiss the power of individual attributes: the power of 
one’s ideas, the ability to successfully communicate them and the energy and 
determination to see them through. Nor the importance of command in a cri-
sis. Nor do we dismiss the value of positional and formal authority in providing 
a privileged position from which to understand the system – the context, the 
characters and the variables at play – and the convening power to get the right 
people in the room. 

But heroic leaders run the risk of becoming one-person shows, oblivious to 
the ideas of others and invulnerable to constructive criticism. Leaders need to 
understand their limitations, which principally means a recognition that they 
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do not have all the answers, and nor are they required to. Network Leaders 
recognise this, but also understand that those around them might and draw on 
a web of connection to get things done. 

The power of a Network Leader derives from an ability to work across bound-
aries, connecting ideas with action and people with resources. It is based on 
a thorough understanding of the system in which they operate and their own 
network within it. It is an ability to connect and energise action around a per-
sonal manifesto of what they believe and what they are trying to achieve. And 
as we have already said, it is an approach that is always open to possibility and 
opportunity: reforming teams and ideas as projects unfold and reconfguring in 
order to deliver, but remaining true to one’s core beliefs. 

Ignatius Loyola, founder of the Jesuit movement, captured this attribute of 
network leadership well in describing the ideal Jesuit as “living with one foot 
raised”. An individual always ready to respond to emerging opportunities, be-
cause they have rid themselves of ingrained habits, prejudices, cultural prefer-
ences and other baggage that blocks rapid adaptive responses, but whose core 
beliefs and values are non-negotiable, providing a foundation for purposeful 
change as opposed to aimless drifting in pursuit of the next best thing.1 

To borrow from Aristotle, Network Leadership is a combination of what he 
referred to as three basic activities of humans: theoria (thinking), poiesis (mak-
ing) and praxis (doing): theoretical knowledge, basing actions on sound reason-
ing and detailed refection; productive knowledge, making or doing something; 
and practical knowledge, doing and acting in a way that is consistent with 
human fourishing, which is a moral disposition to act truly and rightly. 

To reiterate, none of the skills we describe are new. Or, if you prefer a more cyn-
ical frame of reference, as André Gide, author and winner of the Nobel Prize 
for Literature, observed: Everything that needs to be said has already been said. But, 
since no one was listening, everything must be said again. 

Napoleon recognised the importance of making sense and providing energy 
when he spoke of leadership as defning reality and giving hope. But turbulent 
times require us to understand and act in a combination of different ways. Like 
a kaleidoscope, the pattern and the colours are constantly rearranged and we 
must continually adapt what we know and how we act, discarding what no 
longer fts, adjusting what still has relevance and, if need be, creating the rest 
as we go: living and leading with one foot raised. 

And in that vein, we will now examine the four elements of Network Leadership 
in more detail, beginning with an Understanding of Social Systems. But before 
that, take a moment to refect and consider the following leadership questions. 
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Table 2.2 Personal Assessment of Network Leadership 

Network Leadership Practice Novice Master Coach 

Understanding the System 
Convening Power 
Leading Beyond Authority 
Restless Persuasion 

Leadership Questions 

• To what extent does your current practice refect the practices of Network 
Leaders? 

• To what extent do you understand the social system in which you currently 
work? 

• To what extent do you have “Convening Power”? 
• To what extent do you lead beyond your formal and positional authority? 
• To what extent do you possess the power of restless persuasion and energy? 

Rather like our frst leadership question, which asked you to place yourself in 
our Leadership Framework, these questions require you to make an initial eval-
uation of your skills, attributes and inclinations as a network leader and com-
plete Table 2.2. 

In broad strokes, a novice clearly has a lot to learn and is pretty much starting 
from scratch. A Master has a good understanding of their environment and can 
navigate their way around the system, getting what they need, mobilising peo-
ple around their ideas and getting stuff done. What sets the Coach apart, and 
we would argue the Network Leader, is that they can do all that and they can 
explain how they do it. They can make the implicit explicit. They can identify 
what it is that some Network Leaders simply take for granted without being 
aware of what exactly they do to get things done. Coaches can help others do 
it too. 

Note 

1 Lowney, C. (2003). Heroic Leadership: Best Practices from a 450-Year-Old Company 
that Changed the World. Chicago: Loyola Press. 
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Part III 

Understanding the Social 
System 

Our view of organisations contrasts the structured, analytical, mechanistic and 
process-driven view with the more organic, free-fowing, obscure and muddled 
reality of any human social system. Furthermore, it is our contention that Net-
work Leaders understand this frustrating and often hidden network. Critically, 
they turn this understanding into action and results by either adapting and de-
veloping an existing network within the system, creating their own, or building 
an entirely new and independent network, depending upon the situation and 
task at hand. 

A system is a collection of organised things and the relationships between 
them. It is synonymous with apparatus, arrangement, machinery, organisation 
and structure. It is also used to denote a method (a system) for organising, 
planning and doing, in the sense of systematisation or being systematic. But 
it is also used in a derogatory fashion to describe a system or cabal, a clique of 
elites, the rich and powerful who together oppress the individual, which, as an 
aside, is not a bad description of how some people feel in their place of work 
and perhaps about life in general. 

A Network is a system. As nouns, the difference between a system and a net-
work is not particularly helpful. A system is described as a collection of organ-
ized things, as in a solar system, while a network is a fabric or structure of fbrous 
elements attached to each other at regular intervals. Both speak of connection, 
but as a verb we begin to see “to network” as something more organic. At an in-
dividual level, it often describes social interaction for the purpose of acquiring 
personal connections for advantage or advancement. Collectively, it means to 
interconnect a group or system. In information technology (IT), for example, 
to network is to connect two or more computers or other computerized devices 
in order to share information. 
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IT provides a further useful analogy in describing the difference between Sys-
tem Administrators and Network Administrators. A System Administrator 
manages an organisation’s computers, confguring them and troubleshooting 
computer user problems. It tends to be local and small scale, focusing on hard-
ware and software. A network administrator, however, manages the larger scale 
dynamics of how the individual computers communicate with each other and, 
from a security perspective, the outside world. Both roles need to understand 
the system and be able to troubleshoot, but if an organization needs to add 

When You Stand Higher on the Mountain, You Can See Further 

In 1994, Mike was part of an expedition to climb Annapurna IV in the 
Himalayas; their base camp was at 4,800 m, the same height as Mont 
Blanc, the highest mountain in Europe, with Camp One higher up the 
mountain at 5,800 m, almost the height of Kilimanjaro, the highest 
mountain in Africa. But this isn’t a story about climbing. 

As part of the lead team, Mike’s responsibility was to work with the Sher-
pas to establish camps on the mountain and run out fxed lines. Having 
toiled up to establish Camp One under heavy load, he sat in the sunshine 
to catch his breath and admire the view looking south towards the valley 
below and Pokhara. Through the haze of high-altitude exertion, he could 
hear that the chatter on his radio becoming more urgent. He consciously 
dialled his mind in to listen and at the same time turned up the volume 
on his radio. 

The urgent chatter was from a party below base camp in the valley trying 
to fght a fre that had broken out in one of the lower camps that was 
now threatening the whole valley that was dry from the summer heat. As 
he looked down from Camp One, he could see how quickly the fre was 
spreading and the radio chatter confrmed that the porters and the climb-
ing team that had been dispatched to help from base camp were losing 
control of the situation. 

It was clear that from his high vantage point, he could see what was hap-
pening on the ground in a way that those on the ground who were lit-
erally fghting fres could not and that he could direct them to greatest 
effect. As leaders, we should have the advantage of being able to stand 
higher on the mountain and to see further. To try as best we can to see the 
whole system and how it is likely to evolve. 
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more computers to its network or, indeed, build an organisation’s computer 
network from scratch, it will look to its network administrator to plan and 
execute the strategy. A Network Administrator, like a Network Leader, under-
stands the individual elements of the system and the connection to its external 
environment, but crucially they understand and can shape the overall network, 
connecting people, information and resources to get things done. 

Fundamentally, Network Leaders recognise that hierarchical charts and or-
ganograms do not fully refect power structures within organisations. These 
organisations function more effectively when their internal dynamics are 
treated as marketplaces, not centrally planned economies. And these organ-
isations cannot operate independently of their environments. Jonathan Dea-
con likens it to cartography, where “the perspective changes as you move. It is 
about detecting and interpreting”.1 But they also recognise that understand-
ing is temporal rather than purely spatial. When following a spatial metaphor, 
there is a territory that can be explored and understood, but from a temporal 
perspective, the territory is seen as being under continuous development and 
formation because people systems are complex systems of emergence. They do 
not stand still. Understanding is therefore an ongoing continuous exploration, 
open-ended and always incomplete. Darcy Willson-Rymer described under-
standing the system as being “about interpreting the discord and fltering the 
noise, identifying the weak signals and recognising that greater volume doesn’t 
make things right”.2 

Notes 

1 Interview with the authors, 8 March 2021. See Appendix 2 Leader Biographies. 
2 Interview with the authors, 1 March 2021. See Appendix 2 Leader Biographies. 
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Actor and Social Networks 

Ethan Deviney was born without a cerebellum,1 the part of our brain that is 
found at the back of our head where our skull curves down to meet our neck. It 
is a dense knot of brain tissue, which, while comprising only about a tenth of 
our brain’s volume, contains half of its cells. At 18 months, Ethan was referred 
to a development specialist, because he was not sitting or crawling like his 
older brothers had done. The specialist found his cognitive development to be 
on track as was his social and physical development and his fne motor skills. 
But his gross motor skills, his ability to hold his body steady or to crawl, were 
behind as were his language abilities. But it was not until his fourth birthday 
that a brain scan revealed his missing cerebellum. 

The cerebellum is effectively a quality assessment centre or feedback hub. Elec-
trical signals from the upper brain to initiate action in the body pass through 
the cerebellum on the way out and signals from the muscles on how the move-
ment is progressing pass through it on the way back. This feedback loop allows 
us unconsciously to regulate our motor movements and the cerebellum thus 
coordinates movement, including posture, balance, coordination and speech, 
resulting in smooth and balanced muscular activity. Effectively, it allows us to 
operate on autopilot and that was why Ethan was having trouble with his gross 
motor skills. 

Despite the lack of cerebellum, however, Ethan was still able to stand, walk, 
run and jump. He did so rather awkwardly, but he did it and he was improving 
all the time. In part, this was because his neural network adjusted to compen-
sate, other parts of his brain pitched in to help, which reinforces neuroscien-
tists evolving network-centric view of how the brain works. No longer do they 
talk of a specifc area for language, seeing, feeling or movement. Instead, they 
now see the brain in terms of patterns of interaction between different brain 
regions that are critical for functions like learning and memory as well as lan-
guage, vision and hearing. But the other key factor was the support provided by 
his family, who from a young age have repeatedly shown him how to walk and 
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control his body. In effect, the lack of a portion of the network within is also 
made up for by the support of a network of people without. Ethan and his sup-
port network are therefore a special case illustrating a broader principle: that 
we all rely on an external support network to be who we are and do what we do. 

The idea that being a person is something distributed beyond a specifc body 
drives the work of Helene Mialet, a French philosopher and anthropologist. 
Her book, Hawking Incorporated, examined the human and mechanical aids that 
supported the genius of the late Stephen Hawking.2 Her argument, supported 
by further work on people with diabetes, is that human beings are distributed 
across networks of our inner world, our social world and man-made objects, but 
because such networked distribution is so fundamental to who we are it is hard 
to see these networks in action, except in exceptional circumstances. 

Sam Haraway, at the University of California, has taken these ideas and ap-
plied them to sport. Using the case of Lance Armstrong’s 1999–2005 Tour de 
France victories to reconfgure sport as a competition between actor-networks, 
involving a network of laboratories, materials, bodies, knowledge, institutions 
and sponsorships.3 Putting aside his ultimate disgrace, Haraway notes that 
Armstrong consistently gave credit for his victories to others. For example, 
Armstrong rode to victory almost entirely in the slipstream of his teammates, 
whose role in the race was to shield him from the wind and supply him with 
food and water. This common race strategy allows team leaders to save energy 
for the decisive moments of the race, such as mountain-top fnishes, which 
are extremely physically demanding. But he also had the support of sponsors, 
physicians, trainers and loved ones, who did not participate in the competition 
itself but were nevertheless vital to his success. 

The same is true in Formula One, with Lewis Hamilton at the pinnacle of a 
Mercedes Team that combines the collective power of experts in aerodynamics, 
composites, energy storage, fuel economy, data science, physiology, nutrition, 
sleep and many more, all collaborating to shave fractions of a second off overall 
performance. Yet we tend to remember heroes, single individuals, sporting or 
otherwise, rather than the network of people and ideas that supported them. 
In truth, success is a network phenomenon, in which the notion of the single 
super athlete is replaced by the collective work of their network. This does 
not mean that we lose sight of individual excellence, but it does recognise 
the individual as part of a distributed network. From a leadership perspective, 
actor-networks challenge the idea of the single super leader, often the CEO, 
and compel us to rethink leadership as something embedded in and constituted 
through social networks. It reinforces the notion of post-heroic or shared lead-
ership, highlighting that a key component of better leadership performance is 
understanding and utilising our leader network to greatest effect. 
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The best single word we have heard to describe this notion is Ubuntu, an Afri-
can term that is diffcult to translate but essentially means “humanity to others”. 
Signifcantly, it is captured in the expression “I am because we are” and describes 
the essence of being human. In other words, a person is a person through other 
persons. We are made for togetherness, to live in a delicate network of interde-
pendence. We need other human beings in order to be human ourselves. We 
would not know how to walk, talk, think or behave as a human without learning 
from other human beings. In short, we know ourselves in the context of others. 

As human beings then, we are distributed across networks, actor-networks 
and social networks, which also inextricably combine our inner world, or con-
sciousness, with our external social world. Alva Noë, Professor of Philosophy at 
the University of California at Berkeley, describes consciousness as something 
we do, enact or perform in dynamic relation to the world around us. Conscious-
ness, in other words, happens within a context.4 In effect, we are as much a part 
of our networks as our networks are part of us. 

We are all embedded in social networks, whether knowingly or not, and real, 
everyday social networks (natural networks) are not typically composed from 
the top down. Instead, they evolve organically from the natural inclination of 
humans to develop social relations and ultimately societies. They are super-
organisms, which link the study of individuals with that of groups, where the 
whole is greater than the sum of the parts. A network, like a group, is a collec-
tion of people, but it includes something more: a specifc set of connections be-
tween the people in the group. And it is these ties and patterns of connection 
that enable us to infuence other people and for them to infuence us. 

It is helpful that networks are now widely recognised as a universal structure. 
The brain is a network of cells, which are themselves a network of molecules. 
Societies are networks of people. Food webs and ecosystems are networks of 
species. Networks pervade human technology, from the internet to power grids 
and transportation systems. Immersive art refects a transition from the ap-
preciation of an object to an experience of connection and interaction. And 
networks are challenging the way we organise ourselves, with top-down hier-
archies being replaced by fatter and other more informal network structures of 
social collaboration. 

Some might argue that this is a paradigm shift in the way we see and order 
ourselves, but this is how human beings have always implicitly understood and 
ordered themselves. In the Square and the Tower,5 Niall Ferguson suggests that 
the secret of our success as a species has always resided in the collective brain 
of our communities. Humans learn socially through teaching and sharing, and 
perhaps our species should be known as “Homo dictyous” (“network man”), 
because our brains seem to have been built for networks. 
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Anne-Marie Slaughter advances similar arguments in The Chessboard and the 
Web, describing humans as Homo sociologicus (humans as social beings) as op-
posed to Homo economicus (humans as rational agents).6 She points out that 
our early ancestors were collaborative foragers, who became interdependent 
on each other for food, shelter and warmth. All that has happened since, be-
ginning with the invention of written language, is that new technologies have 
facilitated our innate, ancient urge to network, and today’s technologies have 
us more connected and immersed in data than ever. As Matt Ridley observed 
over 20 years ago: 

Human beings have social instincts. They come into the world equipped 
with predispositions to learn how to cooperate, to discriminate the trust-
worthy from the treacherous, to commit themselves to be trustworthy, to 
earn good reputations, to exchange goods and information, and to divide 
labour.7 

Economic history is all about connections. Sometimes, as with the pandemic, 
those connections can have adverse consequences. But global connections also 
meant that best practices for treating the disease could be quickly transmitted 
around the world. Viruses aside, the more people with whom we can connect, 
the better. Either we will fnd someone whose expertise is helpful or we will fnd 
someone who can offer a good or service that we desire but cannot provide for 
ourselves.8 

There is, however, a darker side to our nature and our networks. There is a ten-
dency for human societies to fragment into competing groups and with minds 
“all too ready to adopt prejudices and pursue genocidal feuds”.9 The great in-
sight of Goebbels’, Hitler’s Minister of Propaganda, was that people believe 
what they want to believe. It gives them an excuse not to think or bother 
themselves with inconvenient truths. Networks can also reinforce inequality. 
Social networks hold to the “Matthew Principle” that the rich get richer while 
the poor get poorer. The rich beneft from preferential attachment to other rich 
people and their children to better education and better opportunities, creating 
a widening gap between those who have and those who have not. Similarly, the 
more famous artists on Spotify get bigger audiences, and during lockdown, the 
more famous churches attracted larger congregations.10 

In summary, the social and actor networks in which we all exist allow us to do 
things together that a single person or a disconnected collection of individuals 
could not. However, because of their organic, tribal and evolving nature, they 
require continual care and preservation to ensure they remain positive, healthy 
and productive, and that, in turn, requires morally responsible leaders who un-
derstand them and can nurture them towards positive and inclusive ends. That 



  

 
  

 

 
   

 

 

79 Actor  and Soc ia l  Networks  

understanding begins with an appreciation that networks are based on two 
fundamental principles, connection and contagion, and fve rules: we shape 
our networks; our networks shape us; our friends affect us; our friend’s friends’ 
friends also infuence us; and networks are dynamic. 

Connection and Contagion 

Connection refers to the shape, structure or anatomy of a network, the arrange-
ment of its nodes (people or groups) and ties (connections between them). 
Contagion, however, refers to the networks function or physiology: what, if 
anything, fows through and across the connections. All systems have fows, 
movements of things, people and ideas. Understand the fows and you are on 
your way to understanding the system. 

In a social system, there are two types of fow or contagion. The frst are germs, 
viruses, gossip and information, where once infected additional contact is re-
dundant. The second are norms and behaviours, which often require reinforce-
ment through multiple social contacts. When it comes to the spread of ideas 
and memes,11 it is important to understand that it is just as much about the 
structure of the network as it is about the content of the idea. A virile network 
will spread the good, the bad and the just plain ugly. It doesn’t care. 

To take a recent example, consider the social nature of fnancial markets. In 
an article in February 2021, discussing the media stories around GameStop 
and WallStreetBets, the Economist pointed to the increasingly social nature of 
investing and the questions it posed for fnancial economics.12 

While acknowledging the impact of behavioural economics in shifting the 
paradigm away from rational man (homo economicus), they suggested that we 
should now be moving “beyond behavioural fnance to ‘social fnance’”. In part, 
this shift recognises that the social transmission of information (connection) 
has important effects on markets. Financial professionals, the article observed, 
would not be surprised to learn that social transmission of information is im-
portant. The “need to be close to the buzz of informal market chatter is one rea-
son why fnancial-sector activity tends to be concentrated in hubs like London 
and New York”. However, it went on to say that social connections are more 
than just “conduits for shop talk”, they are also a channel for contagion. One f-
nancier’s decision to make a particular investment may trigger others to follow 
their lead. And as increasing numbers invest, so the pressure increases to follow 
suit or miss out. The article specifcally cited research by academics at Duke 
University, who referred to “investment contagion” during America’s housing 
boom, most of which can be explained using the rules of social networks. 
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The Covid-19 Network 

As the Economist reported back in May 2020, just as we emerging from 
the frst lockdown, greater mobility raised the risk of a second wave of 
Covid-19 contagion. And that was a worry for countries where policies 
were set locally: outbreaks could begin in areas with lax controls and 
spread elsewhere. And, in theory, the risk would mirror the level of inter-
connectedness between regions, the amount of travel to and from each 
region. Lombardy was probably hit hardest by Covid-19 because it was 
the best networked part of Italy, and data compiled in Germany, Italy and 
America by Teralytics, a Swiss technology frm, supported this hypothesis. 

Each time a mobile phone left one location and arrived in another for an 
hour or more, Teralytics logged the journey. In the week before lockdowns 
began, the frm recorded 5.7 billion trips. Travel fell by 40% once they 
were implemented. The Economist took this data and built two statistical 
models to test how interconnectedness affects vulnerability to Covid-19 
and therefore predicts local infection rates just before lockdowns. The 
frst model relied solely on each area’s population density and income. 
The second added two measures related to propensity for travel: the num-
ber of journeys and the areas “network centrality”, how many places it 
tends to exchange visitors with. 

The more elaborate model provided 30% more explanatory power and 
concluded that interconnectedness matters a lot. In all three countries, 
better-networked areas had more infections, less networked ones had 
fewer. Their advice was that governments should treat travel hubs with 
caution. Well-networked Frankfurt was probably at greater risk than com-
paratively disconnected Hanover and should therefore reopen relatively 
slowly. Milan in Italy and Houston in America were advised to be cau-
tious too.13 

Rule One of Social Networks Is that We Shape Our Network 

We make and remake our social networks all the time depending upon homo-
phily and propinquity. Homophily, colloquially known as “birds of a feather 
fock together”, is our conscious and unconscious tendency to associate with 
people who resemble us, either physically, emotionally or cognitively (we think 
the same things and often in the same way – people like us). The downside of 
homophily is that it tends towards polarisation, particularly when mediated 
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by social media algorithms. The algorithms that drive Google, Facebook, 
YouTube, Spotify, etc. mean that much of what we read, watch and listen to is 
based upon what we already read, watch and listen to. 

In the social sphere, people’s views can become more extreme as similar views, 
biases and prejudices are shared in a social echo chamber that excludes alter-
native views – a process that can be exploited for political gain. Brexit can be 
described as a victory for network science because it allowed the campaign 
team to run different versions of ads, test them, drop the less effective and 
reinforce the most effective in a constant iterative process. And this, in turn, 
was a dress rehearsal for the US presidential election of 2016.14 Such tribalism, 
the negative side of communities, has always been with us, but technology has 
allowed it to proliferate. 

In The Second Sleep, a fctional account of post-apocalyptic Britain by Robert 
Harris, the main character looks down on a medieval-like village and specu-
lates how different it might have been in the 2020s: 

Perhaps not so different. He could imagine the same suspicion of outsiders 
and eagerness to gossip, the same prejudices, superstitions and rumours. Of 
course, the inhabitants would not have been isolated then. They would 
have been able to communicate more easily, and across vast distances, using 
the strange devices with the symbol of the bitten apple. But would they 
have had anything wiser to say, or would their local vices merely have been 
spread more widely?15 

We also choose the structure of our networks: we decide how many people we 
are connected to; we infuence how densely interconnected our friends and 
family are; and we control how central we are to these social networks. Cen-
trality is an important but often neglected measure of an individual’s impor-
tance in a team or organisation. Centrality describes the extent to which that 
person is a network bridge (like travel hubs in the Covid-19 example above) 
between different nodes or actors. Crucial roles are played by people who are 
connectors, but not necessarily leaders, and individuals can be assessed in terms 
of their degree centrality (number of relationships), betweenness centrality 
(the likelihood of being a bridge between other nodes) and eigenvector cen-
trality (proximity to popular or prestigious nodes). These are points to which 
we will return later. 

Propinquity, however, means nearness or physical proximity, and in network 
terms describes our propensity to associate with people who are physically near 
us or who we come into frequent contact with. That is, we are more likely to 
form relationships with those closest to us rather than those who are more dis-
tant. Thus, groups are more likely to form among colleagues who sit together 
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Propinquity 

Propinquity (the tendency for people to form connections with those 
nearest to them) was examined in one of the early social network studies, 
which looked at collaboration between academics in universities. One of 
the startling conclusions was that they tended to collaborate most closely 
with those whose offces were 30 feet from their own! Perhaps confrm-
ing the old adage that universities are institutions connected by nothing 
more than a shared central heating system! 

James was able to confrm this for himself a few years ago, when he was 
studying social interaction within an academic team. By chance, they sat 
on two separate tables in an open-plan offce, and social network analysis 
confrmed that they were more likely to communicate with, seek advice 
from and trust, those who sat on the same table, despite the two tables 
being only a few dozen feet apart. 

But universities are not alone in facing this problem. The spaces created 
for connection in Silicon Valley headquarters by the likes of Google, Face-
book, Pixar and the Crick Institute in London are a response to the same 
phenomena and are designed to encourage people from different parts of 
the organisation to collide and interact. When Steve Jobs was designing 
the building for Pixar, he built just one set of toilets located in the atrium. 
At frst sight this seems ineffcient but his aim was to force people out of 
their niches and create instead the opportunity for chance encounters. 

The Francis Crick Institute, a biomedical research centre that opened in 
London in 2016, is a partnership between Cancer Research UK, Imperial 
College London, King’s College London, the Medical Research Council, 
University College London and the Wellcome Trust, but instead of be-
ing planned by organisation, it is arranged in “interest groups”, bringing 
together researchers from the different bodies to share insights in areas of 
common scientifc interest and staff working in different felds. To ena-
ble this, there are interaction and collaboration facilities at the centre of 
each foor and the laboratories are arranged as shared neighbourhoods. 

than those who work in different locations. It is summed up in the rhyming 
phrase: “those close by form a tie”. 

Ironically, another example that seating arrangements matter comes from a 
country that has tried to make it not matter at all. In Iceland’s small parlia-
ment, all seats not occupied by ministers are allocated through the drawing of 
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lots. A member could therefore end up sitting with allies or enemies or both. 
And in such circumstances, it is possible to test whether having neighbours 
from other parties makes a politician less beholden to his or her own party or 
“tribe”.16 

Alessandro Saia, an economist at the University of Lausanne, found that it 
does. Saia found that between 1991 and 2017, a politician who sat among 
others and who did not adhere to the party line was 30% more likely to rebel. 
Over time, Mr Saia found that parliamentary neighbours even began to use 
similar words in speeches. And who sits next to you, as opposed to who is in 
front or behind, seems to matter most, perhaps because gossip is easier if you do 
not have to turn round. 

Rule Two of Social Networks Is That Our Network Shapes Us 

This is the concept we explored through actor-networks at the beginning of the 
chapter, and crucially it depends upon how tightly woven your network is. If 
you know Alan, Alan knows Michelle and Michelle knows you, the relation-
ship is said to be transitive. High transitivity normally indicates that people are 
deeply embedded within a single group, where everyone knows everyone else. 
Being in highly transitive groups makes you more susceptible to whatever is 
fowing in the network, whether it be gossip or germs. 

For example, a medical study by Nicholas Christakis showed that body weight 
is strongly infuenced by social networks of friends, to the extent that mutual 
best friends (those who both name each other as best friends) have a triple 
obesity risk. Christakis examined a densely connected network of over 12,000 
people over a period from 1970 to 2003 and found that “a person’s chances of 
being obese increased by 57% if a friend became obese, 40% if a sibling became 
obese and 37% if a spouse became obese”.17 

Rule Three Is That Our Friends Affect Us 

As we have seen, one fundamental determinant of fow is the tendency of hu-
man beings to infuence and be infuenced by one another, to copy or con-
form to what others do. Structurally, the more paths that connect you to other 
people in your network the more susceptible you are to fows within it (high 
transitivity, as discussed above), but it is not just the number of social contacts 
that is important, there nature is also signifcant. And, as we saw in Rule 2, 
we tend primarily to measure ourselves against our friends. It turns out that 
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smoking, happiness, obesity, loneliness and even terrorism spread like viruses 
among friends. As Scott Atran observes: 

The key difference between terrorists and most other people in the world 
lies not in individual pathologies, personality, education, income, or in any 
other demographic factor, but in small group dynamics where the relevant 
trait just happens to be jihad rather than obesity.18 

This phenomenon can create niches, communities within networks that share 
certain ideas and behaviours, where terrorism or weight gain can become a 
kind of standard or norm. What is less clear is whether these ideas/behaviours 
exist because people of similar ideas spend time together (homophily); or be-
cause people share common exposure (conformity); or if there is a causal effect, 
one person causing the adoption of an idea or behaviour in another (social con-
tagion). But the key point is that people are pre-eminently socially connected 
actors rather than individual performers. 

The Accidental Guerrilla 

In Afghanistan, part of James’ required reading was The Accidental Guer-
rilla: Fighting Small Wars in the Midst of a Big One by David Kilcullen, a for-
mer offcer in the Australian Army and an expert on counterinsurgency, 
who advised Condoleezza Rice, General David Petraeus and US Ambas-
sador Ryan Crocker. Kilcullen’s principal contention, which was linked 
to his experiences ten years earlier as a Company Commander in the 
Javanese jungle, was that War on Terror had essentially two contrasting 
aspects. One was the larger international coalition against Al Qaeda. The 
other, though largely ignored aspect, were the uprisings of local networks 
and fghters – smaller insurgencies that aligned themselves intentionally, 
or sometimes not, within the larger aspect. 

These “accidental guerrillas” were the villagers Kilcullen met in Uruz-
gan, Afghanistan, who joined the Taliban in a 2006 offensive against an 
American patrol simply for the joy of fghting. “When the battle was right 
there in front of them, how could they not join in”? Kilcullen wrote. 
“This was the most exciting thing that had happened in their valley in 
years. It would have shamed them to stand by and wait it out, they said”. 

One of the larger mistakes America made in its handling of the Long War 
against Al Qaeda was ignoring the details of these smaller conficts. What 
was needed, Kilcullen argued, were strategies that dealt both with global 
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terrorism and conficts at the local level. Discussing the tribal areas of 
Pakistan, Kilcullen showed how Al Qaeda moved in by taking over com-
munities, establishing bonds by marrying local women, operating busi-
nesses and eventually recruiting the villagers as fghters. Kilcullen likened 
it to a disease spreading through the community. 

Al Qaeda established its presence in a remote area of confict, then pene-
trated the population the same way infuenza infects a weakened immune 
system. Contagion then occurred when the safe haven was used to spread 
violence. When outside forces intervened, disrupting the safe haven, the 
local population aligned with Al Qaeda. The terrorists’ approach was 
meant to be long-lasting, and it proved highly effective. 

Kilcullen believed that to succeed, the West needed to refocus and re-
main agile, protecting the people who supported the government, in what 
he called “population-centric security”, rather than trying to destroy the 
enemy. This he said demanded the continuous presence of security forces, 
local alliances and partnerships with community leaders to create self-
defending populations. In short, the work of the international community 
came down to the basics of securing villages, valleys, roads and population 
centres – the nodes and ties of the Afghan network. 

Rule Four Is That Our Friend’s Friends’ Friends Also 
Influence Us 

The extent of network connections is perhaps best exemplifed by research 
pertaining to “Small Worlds”, which can be observed in the phenomena many 
people experience when encountering a stranger for the frst time, only to dis-
cover that both share a friend or acquaintance in common. A small-world net-
work is when any two people in a network can reach each other through a short 
sequence of acquaintances. The term “six degrees of separation” posits that any 
two people on Earth are six or fewer acquaintance links apart. A concept you 
may be familiar with if you have ever played the parlour game “Six Degrees of 
Kevin Bacon”.19 

The concept was originally suggested by the Hungarian author Frigyes Karinthy 
in 1929. In a short story called Chains his characters postulated that any two 
individuals could be connected through a maximum of fve acquaintances. 
Subsequently, this caught the imagination of the public and academics. Stan-
ley Milgram, the social psychologist, carried out a series of experiments in the 
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mid-20th century, which showed that everyone in the United States was con-
nected by six or seven links. Columbia University’s 2008 “Small World Pro-
ject” confrmed the idea, suggesting that the average number of links was six.20 

It is worth pointing out here that these weak ties (beyond the immediate ties of 
our friends and family) are a rich source of new information. Acquaintances are 
often more important in landing a new job than our friends and family because 
they give access to social networks to which we don’t otherwise belong. In Rebel 
Ideas, Matthew Syed relates an experiment led by Professor Daniel Levin of Rut-
gers Business School, which asked more than 200 executives to reactivate con-
tacts that had been dormant for at least three years. The subjects asked two of 
these contacts for advice on an ongoing project at work and were then asked to 
rate the value of the advice in comparison to the advice of two people working 
on the project. The answer was clear: the dormant contacts offered advice of sig-
nifcantly higher value. And the reason for that was because they were dormant 
ties, who were no longer operating in the same environment, hearing the same 
stories or having the same experiences.21 A valuable analogy is found in the 
network-centric view of our brain provided by neuroscientist Shane O’Mara: 

A useful way of imagining our brain is an enormously complicated network 
of cells, regions and circuits, with varying degrees of traffc between the 
parts of the overall network, depending upon the demands of the being 
made on the network. Areas that are remote from each other will tend to 
interact less, and areas that are close will interact more. Consider the ex-
tended network of people you call on to solve a range of problems … you 
are likely to learn more from people that you don’t interact with much. The 
brain is similar when it comes to the process of creating new ideas. We need 
access to far-fung remote associations between different brain areas – for 
this is how new and interesting, creative ideas might arise.22 

Thus, as we move away from the strong ties of our closest social groups, there is 
less overlap in experience and information. We might trust socially distant people 
less (remember the social echo chambers that are driven by homophily), but their 
information and contacts are more valuable because we cannot access them our-
selves as they are just beyond our immediate social horizon. We will return to the 
concept of strong and weak ties when we examine social network analysis in the 
next chapter, but for the moment it is important to understand that access to such 
ties, and the value they offer, depends upon the degree of network contagion. 

Rule Five Is That Networks Are Dynamic 

Networks are emergent phenomena. Emergence occurs when an entity is ob-
served to have properties or behaviours which emerge only when the parts 



 
 

 
  

 
 

  
 
 
 

 

   

87 Actor  and Soc ia l  Networks  

interact in a wider whole, like the murmuration of starlings in which the shapes 
the birds collectively form in the sky arise from the interaction of the individ-
ual birds but are beyond their individual control. They obey rules but rules that 
are distinct from the individual birds that form them.23 

Emergence plays a central role in theories of complex systems. An idea is often 
encapsulated in the phrase the “butterfy effect”, which is based on a scien-
tifc paper published by Edward Lorenz, a mathematician and meteorologist, 
in the 1960s entitled “Does the Flap of a Butterfy’s Wings in Brazil Set Off 
a Tornado in Texas”? The paper was based upon his work on two identical 
weather simulations, which gave vastly different results because he had rounded 
off a number of six decimal places to three. The “butterfy effect” essentially 
means that things are complex, change just a few decimal places and you end 
up with a vastly different outcome. And the concept has since been extended 
from weather systems to living organisms, ecosystems and national economies, 
networks that have such a diverse array of interconnections that they are ulti-
mately unpredictable. 

In the human social realm, Adam Smith’s famous observation regarding eco-
nomic markets that man “is led by an invisible hand to promote an end which 
was no part of his intention”24 is an example of emergent complexity. Markets 
behave as though they have a life of their own, which is neither controlled nor 
often even perceived by the people within them. Behavioural contagion is easy 
to understand in a physical linear network like a bucket brigade, where people 
try to put out a fre by passing buckets of water from the river to the fre, but 
hugely complicated in a natural social network such as an economic market. 
But herein lies opportunity. 

Hierarchies and other linear systems are tightly coupled, in the sense that a 
failure in one part of the system can cascade to the rest and cause total failure. 
Each part of the system is dependent on the others. Think of the bucket bri-
gade or dominoes stacked to fall one after the other; if one fails to knock over 
the next, then the whole system fails. Project managers call it the critical path, 
which contains the tasks that must be completed in order for the project to be 
fnished on schedule. If something on the critical path changes, this change 
cascades to everything else on the path. Any delay to a task on the critical path 
will delay the entire project. Social networks however are more loosely coupled 
and multiple fows of informal activity within the system allow the use of differ-
ent strategies and lateral connections are often created to avoid a dependency 
which is slowing down activity. 

And the key to understanding loosely coupled systems is to look beyond sim-
ple, sequential connections and try to see the whole network at once  – to 
understand its dynamic properties and how it changes over time. But before 
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we examine organisational networks in more detail, it is helpful to understand 
the challenges that organisations face. Challenges that mirror the emergent 
complexity of organisations are called wicked problems. 

Notes 
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2018/12/18/the-family-of-a-boy-without-a-cerebellum-found-out-how-to-take-its-
place 

2 Mialet, H. (2012). Hawking Incorporated: Stephen Hawking and the Anthropology of 
the Knowing Subject. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

3 Techno-Sport in Action. (2016). Lance Armstrong and the Sociology of the Techno-
Athlete. Society for Social Studies of Science/European Association for the Study of Sci-
ence and Technology. Barcelona: Spain. 

4 Noë, A. (2009). Out of Our Heads: Why You Are Not Your Brain, and Other Lessons 
from the Biology of Consciousness. New York: Hill & Wang. 

5 Ferguson, N. (2017). The Square and the Tower: Networks, Hierarchies and the Struggle 
for Global Power. London: Allen Lane. 

6 Slaughter, A. (2017). The Chessboard and the Web: Strategies of Connection in a 
Networked World. New Haven, CT and London: Yale University Press. 

7 Ridley, M. (1997). The Origins of Virtue. London: Penguin Books, p. 249. 
8 Coggan, P. (2021). More: The 10,000 Year Rise of the World Economy. London: Profle 

Books, p. 357. 
9 Coggan, P. (2021) ibid, p. 250. 

10 The Economist. (2021). God the Rock Star. April 23rd, p. 25. 
11 The word ‘meme’ was coined by Richard Dawkins in his 1976 book The Selfsh Gene 

as an attempt to explain the way cultural information, symbols and social ideas 
spread. 

12 The Economist. (2021). Regression to Memes. February 27, p. 69. 
13 https://www.economist.com/graphic-detail/2020/05/16/phone-data-identify-travel-

hubs-at-risk-of-a-second-wave-of-infections 
14 Ferguson, N. (2017) op cit. 
15 Harris, R. (2019). The Second Sleep. London: Arrow Books, p. 188. 
16 The Economist. (2019). Better Politics by Design: How We Shape Our Parliamen-

tary Buildings and How They in Turn Shape us. July 27th, p. 52. 
17 Christakis, N. (2011). Connected: The Amazing Power of Social Networks and How 

They Shape Our Lives. London: Harper Press. 
18 Atran, S. (2010). Talking to the Enemy: Faith, Brotherhood, and the (Un)Making of 

Terrorists. New York: Ecco Publishers. 
19 In this game, the players challenge each other to fnd the shortest path between 

an arbitrary actor and actor Kevin Bacon. The idea being that any actor can be 
connected to Bacon within six degrees of connection. It is interesting to note that 

http://www.economist.com
http://www.economist.com
http://www.economist.com
http://www.economist.com
http://www.economist.com


 

 
   

  
 

 
 

   
 

   
 

  

   
 

89 Actor  and Soc ia l  Networks  

Rod Steiger was originally identifed as the best “connected” actor, because he did 
lots of different movies with lots of different people, good and bad, from action to 
comedies, while John Wayne was much less well connected (116th) despite making 
179 movies in a 60-year career because the majority of his flms were Westerns. He 
made the same kind of movies with the same kind of people, thereby restricting his 
network. 

20 For comparison, Twitter users are apparently 5.5 steps or less from any other tweeter 
and Facebook “friends” are 4.74 connections away from every other user of the 
social network. And LinkedIn’s business model is based on the premise that we’re 
all associated by a fnite degree of connections. The name “Small Worlds” derives 
from the expression “It’s a small world”, when two people fnd they have friends or 
acquaintances in common. 

21 Syed, M. (2019). Rebel Ideas: The Power of Diverse Thinking. London: John Murray 
Publishers, p. 265. 

22 O’Mara, S. (2020). In Praise of Walking: The New Science of How We Walk and Why 
It’s Good for Us. London: Vintage, p. 154. 

23 The rules, identifed through computer simulations, are follow the bird in front, 
keep up and don’t bump. They have also been found in shoals of fsh, insect swarms 
and animal herds. 

24 Smith, A. (1776) The Wealth of Nations. London: W. Strahan. Book IV, Chapter II, 
p. 456. 



 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

    
    

 

 
 
 

9 

Wicked Problems 

John Kay and Mervyn King relate how in August 2004 NASA launched the 
probe Messenger towards the Mercury with the intention of entering its orbit 
and beginning its investigation of the planet.1 Six and half years later, having 
travelled 4.9 billion miles at a speed of 84,500 mph it succeeded, entering 
Mercury’s orbit at exactly the location NASA had anticipated. This remark-
able feat of computation was possible because the underlying processes of 
planetary motion are almost completely understood and those processes are 
physical laws that remain constant over time. Critically, however, the mo-
tions of the planets are not signifcantly affected by human actions or at all 
by human beliefs about their motion. Economic and social phenomena are 
not like this. 

While we can accurately predict the trajectory of a spacecraft over billions of 
miles through space, we will never reach the stage where it is possible to accu-
rately forecast the economic outlook a year ahead, let alone six and a half years. 
That is because economics is a social science and not a physical one. As Philip 
Coggan points out, when a chemist forecasts the results of two substances re-
acting, the substances are unaware of the forecaster’s existence. But if people 
knew for certain that there would be a recession next year, they would become 
more cautious immediately. Consumers would cut back on spending; businesses 
would postpone investment and new orders. The recession would be brought 
forward, rendering the forecast inaccurate.2 

Kay and King liken it to the difference between a puzzle and a mystery3: 

A puzzle has well-defned rules and a single solution, and we know when we 
have reached the solution. Puzzles deliver the satisfaction of a clear-cut task 
and a correct answer … Mysteries offer no such clarity of defnition, and 
no objectively correct solution: they are imbued with vagueness and inde-
terminacy … A mystery cannot be solved as a crossword puzzle can; it can 
only be framed, by identifying the critical factors and applying some sense 
of how these factors have interacted in the past and might interact in the 

DOI: 10.4324/9781003092582-15 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003092582-15


 

  
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

   

 

 
 
 

 

 

91 Wicked Problems 

present or the future. Much as we might like it, mysteries cannot be reduced 
to puzzles and to try and do so is to fundamentally misunderstand them. 

And wicked problems fall into the category of mystery. 

Wicked problems are not wicked in the sense of evil or malevolent (though 
it may feel that way), but wicked in the sense of being resistant to resolution. 
Wicked problems are diffcult or impossible to solve because the problem itself is 
diffcult to comprehend, being incomplete, contradictory and involving shifting 
requirements. Moreover, because of their complex interdependencies, efforts to 
solve one aspect of a wicked problem may reveal or create other problems. 

Wicked problems were frst formerly described by Horst Rittel and Melvin 
Webber, professors of design and urban planning at the University of Califor-
nia at Berkeley, in a 1973 paper, contrasting “wicked” problems with relatively 
“tame”, soluble problems in mathematics, chess or puzzle solving.4 In short, 
wicked problems are diffcult to clearly defne; they have multiple causes and 
interdependencies; they are socially complex, involving multiple stakeholders 
and are usually the responsibility of more than one organisation to solve; and 
attempts to solve them often lead to unforeseen consequences. Accordingly, 
solutions to such problems are often unstable and continually evolving, hav-
ing no clear resolution or in fact no solution at all. There is no right or wrong 
answer; “solutions” can only be judged as better or worse, good enough or not 
good enough. 

Wicked problems are often confronted in the arena of public planning and 
policy and in areas such as climate change, natural hazards, international drug 
traffcking, energy, social inequality and epidemics like Covid-19. But the con-
cept has been extended to include a wide variety of other environments, in-
cluding business strategy, terrorism and warfare. Nancy Roberts suggests that 
they have risen to prominence because: 

the expansion of democracy, market economies, privatization, travel and so-
cial exchanges highlight value differences and thus promote dissensus [sic] 
rather than consensus in the problem solving process. Perhaps the techno-
logical and information revolutions enable more people to become active 
participants in problem solving, and in so doing, increase the complexity 
of the process. Perhaps the ideological shifts in policy and management 
that encourage organizational decentralization, experimentation, fexibil-
ity, and innovation weaken traditional authority and control mechanisms 
that heretofore have kept a lid on conficts.5 

This would ft with Friedman’s assertion that we are living in the “Age of Accel-
erations” in which the world continues to change, but at a faster pace than ever 
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before.6 Not only that, but we are also experiencing simultaneous accelerations 
in technology (Moore’s Law), the market (globalisation) and Mother Nature 
(our impact on the planet), each of which acts on the others in a wicked spi-
ral of complexity. Friedman cites Astro Teller, CEO of the Google X research 
unit, who believes it is the gap between the pace of technological change and 
human adaptability that is causing our current sociocultural angst and political 
upheavals and our only adequate response is to increase our society’s ability to 
adapt. 

In our own experience, wicked problems require a relentless emphasis on the 
problem itself. But hierarchical organisations can waste time satisfying the or-
ganisational need rather than focusing on the problem. Instead of developing 
a single strategy or policy to solve the issue, they create a series of individual 
(siloed) department programmes that are bureaucratic solutions to settle in-
ternal disputes rather than attempts to address the problem itself. Time is then 
devoted to reconciling, or not, the conficted objectives between the different 
departments or agencies, while the actual problem only intensifes with the 
infusion of this added complexity. 

Another typical, but wrong-headed, approach is to try and follow old rules to 
solve new problems. As Albert Einstein is often quoted as saying, “We can’t solve 
problems by using the same kind of thinking we used when we created them”. 
Too many leaders default to looking at decisions as either/or, right or wrong, 
good or bad, win or lose, but this binary thinking only feeds our desire for simple 
answers. Straightforward answers make us feel safer, especially in disruptive and 
tumultuous times. But wicked problems are mysteries not puzzles – there are no 
guarantees and no predictable timelines. While it may seem appealing in the 
short run, attempting to tame a wicked problem with a tried and tested solution 
will likely fail in the long run. The problem will simply reassert itself, perhaps in 
a different guise or even worse than before. As the journalist and cultural critic 
H.L. Mencken reputedly observed, “There is always a well-known solution to 
every human problem – neat, plausible, and wrong”. 

Common mistakes include a failure to lock down the problem defnition and 
instead develop a description of a related problem that you can solve and de-
clare that to be the problem; casting the problem as like a previous problem 
that has already been solved and ignoring or fltering out evidence that com-
plicates the picture, declaring that there are just a few possible solutions and 
then focusing on selecting from among them. Effectively framing the problem 
in either/or terms or simply giving up and instead just following orders, doing 
your job and trying not to get in trouble. 
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So what will it take to increase the complexity of our thinking? In the frst 
place, we have to recognise that we will not understand the problem until we 
have tried to develop a solution. This may sound paradoxical, but every solu-
tion that is offered exposes new aspects of the problem, requiring further adjust-
ments. Solving wicked problems is an iterative process. And while a problem 
statement is important, don’t expect a defnitive statement of the problem. 
Wicked problems are ill-structured and feature an evolving set of interlocking 
issues and constraints. Problem and solution will evolve, which requires the 
fexibility of mind to adjust and the relentless determination to keep going. 

Just as there is there is no defnitive problem, there is also no defnitive solution. 
Solutions are not right or wrong; they are simply better or worse, good enough 
or not good enough. Furthermore, the determination of solution quality is of-
ten subjective and cannot therefore be derived from following a formula; each 
problem is essentially unique and novel and solutions to them will always be 
custom designed. It is therefore a matter of creativity to devise potential solu-
tions and a matter of judgement to determine which should be pursued and im-
plemented. Over time, we can acquire wisdom and experience in our approach 
to wicked problems, but we will always be a beginner in the specifcs of a new 
wicked problem and every solution has consequences. 

This is the catch-22 of wicked problems: you can’t learn about the problem 
without trying solutions, but every solution will have a cost and entail lasting 
consequences that may spawn new wicked problems. Think of them as a tan-
gled ball of wool or string, where pulling on one thread to untie it only tightens 
another knot. In this sense, wicked problems are very much network problems. 

Wicked Problems Are Network Problems 

In the summer of 2009, shortly after he took command of the International 
Security Assistance Force (ISAF) and US Forces Afghanistan (USFOR-A) 
in Afghanistan, General Stanley McChrystal was presented with following 
network map as part of a PowerPoint briefng (see Figure 3.1).7 The slide, a 
network map, was designed to show all the interrelationships between the key 
actors and problems in the Afghan theatre of operations. 

McChrystal’s reputed response: “When we understand that slide, we’ll have 
won the war”, we can only assume was meant in jest. We are pretty sure that 
the irony of trying to understand a complex, wicked problem through the me-
dium of a single PowerPoint slide was not lost on General McChrystal. 

Having been in the same headquarters in Kabul the year before, James was 
involved in similar efforts to understand the complexity of the confict in 
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95 Wicked Problems 

Afghanistan. Having put together similar network diagrams with his colleagues 
in the Infuence Operations cell in ISAF Headquarters, McChrystal’s slide was 
immediately familiar in its confusing muddle of actors and institutions, linked 
by supposed lines of cause and effect. Not least is the realisation that the dy-
namic nature of the environment renders the map obsolete almost as soon as 
it is complete. 

The explanatory power of such network maps was admittedly limited, provid-
ing at best an overview of the main actors and the broader contextual elements 
with a jumble of potential relational arrows connecting them. But that does 
not mean they were wasted effort. Their value was at least two-fold. In the frst 
place, they provided a valuable visual representation of the complexity James 
and his colleagues were trying to understand and thereby provided a degree of 
humility in their efforts to shape it. But more importantly, the real value of the 
diagram was not in its completion but in its creation. It provided them with 
a foundational understanding of the problem environment, if not the actual 
problem or its solution. To paraphrase Eisenhower, the map was nothing, but 
mapping was everything. 

In McChrystal’s case, it reinforced his already keen understanding of the power 
of the network approach. His experiences as commander of the US Joint Spe-
cial Operations Task Force in Iraq, from September 2003 to February 2006, 
and then as Commander of Joint Special Operations Command Forward, from 
February 2006 to August 2008, had taught him that to survive and thrive in a 
complex and rapidly changing world hierarchical organisations like the mili-
tary had to reinvent themselves as networks, breaking down silos and master-
ing the fexible response that comes from teamwork and collaboration at an 
organisational level.8 

The enemy that the Joint Special Operations Task Force confronted in Iraq 
in 2003 had already mastered this operational model. While on the surface it 
looked like a traditional hierarchical insurgency, it in fact worked in the form 
of a dispersed network that proved devastatingly effective, frequently wrong-
footing Western and allied forces. Its unorthodox structure allowed it to thrive 
in this radically different operating environment, which was faster paced, more 
integrated and therefore more complex than previous environments. To win, 
McChrystal realised, the Task Force had to change too and change in a way that 
was less about tactics and technology and more about structures and culture. 
Fundamentally, they needed to change their approach to leadership and manage-
ment. McChrystal’s insight was that it would take a network to defeat a network. 

The key problem facing McChrystal was that the international coalition, de-
spite all its technological advantages, did not know, let alone understand, the 
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system in which it was operating. In a highly critical public report, published in 
2007 by a right-wing think tank, Major General Michael Flynn, then deputy 
chief of staff for intelligence in Afghanistan, offered a bleak assessment of the 
intelligence community’s failings: 

Eight years into the war in Afghanistan, the U.S. intelligence community 
is only marginally relevant to the overall strategy. Having focused the over-
whelming majority of its collection efforts and analytical brainpower on 
insurgent groups, the vast intelligence apparatus is unable to answer funda-
mental questions about the environment in which U.S. and allied forces op-
erate and the people they seek to persuade. Ignorant of local economics and 
landowners, hazy about who the powerbrokers are and how they might be 
infuenced, incurious about the correlations between various development 
projects and the levels of cooperation among villagers, and disengaged from 
people in the best position to fnd answers—whether aid workers or Afghan 
soldiers—U.S. intelligence offcers and analysts can do little but shrug in 
response to high level decision-makers seeking the knowledge, analysis, and 
information they need to wage a successful counterinsurgency.9 

Intelligence, and the knowledge and understanding it hopefully provides, is a 
priority when dealing with any wicked or networked problem, alongside the 
humility to recognise that our understanding will only ever be partial and al-
ways time bound. From James’ perspective in infuence operations, it was only 
in creating network maps that he and his colleagues began to fully understand 
the multifaceted and emergent nature of the Afghan confict: the actors, the 
breadth of connections and feedback loops with which they would have to 
contend as well as the depth of the relationships and evolving interdependen-
cies. Clearly, it did not guarantee success, the confict continues, but it did al-
low them to act with greater awareness and humility in an extremely complex 
environment. 

Like most attempts to model complexity network maps suffer from being both 
simplistic and intricate at the same time. They are attempts to create a two-
dimensional representation of a four-dimensional problem. And the challenge 
was further compounded by the position of James and his colleagues in the 
problem. It was impossible to helicopter above the problem for a neat bird’s eye 
view, because he and his colleagues were part of the problem they were trying 
to solve and therefore inextricably enmeshed in its complexity. Rather like hu-
manity’s earthbound view of the cosmos, where we are unable to see our galaxy 
or the universe from anything but an interior perspective, they were precluded 
from “seeing” the problem with complete clarity and objectivity because they 
were stuck on the inside looking out. Furthermore, they were trying to guess 
how the environment might evolve and what the future might hold. It was a 
mystery, not a puzzle. 



 
  

 
 

  
 
 

    

      
    

   
    

       
   

     
   

  
   

   
        

 
   

   
    

97 Wicked Problems 

The problem is by no means new. As Arthur Wellesley, 1st Duke of Welling-
ton, pointed out: 

All the business of war, and indeed all the business of life, is to endeavour to 
fnd out what you don’t know by what you do; that’s what I called “guessing 
what was at the other side of the hill”. 

In warfare and business, we suffer from the same problem: we walk backwards 
into the future. Not knowing what is ahead of us we can only rely on our biased 
and imperfect memories of the past to guide us. Memories that are episodic and 
event driven, focusing on certain points while ignoring others. We can study 
the past of course but, as the fnancial services industry constantly reminds us, 
past performance is not necessarily a guide to the future. 

In business, strategy and planning are about using fawed, subjective knowledge to 
guess what’s on the other side of the hill and then preparing to meet it. Strategy 
formulation has, therefore, to be greater than merely “destination management” 
in which a CEO describes an inspiring vision to which others aspire. Instead, 
strategy is more of a conversation between the organisation and its context, with 
the interlocking networks providing the intelligence to enable real-time course 
correction. So how might we reconfgure our organisations to meet this challenge? 
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Organisational Networks 

Networks are a fact of organisational life and fourish spontaneously in any 
personal or professional setting. As previously discussed, human nature, driven 
by mutual self-interest and a need to belong, leads people to share ideas and 
work together even when no one requires them to do so. As they connect 
around shared interests and knowledge, they build networks that can range in 
size from fewer than a dozen colleagues and acquaintances to hundreds. Most 
large corporations have a host of informal networks, which go by the name of 
peer groups, communities of practice, functional councils or have no title at all. 

These networks organise and reorganise organically through word of mouth, 
face-to-face interactions and through social media. As they widen and deepen, 
they can mobilise talent and knowledge across a business, and in all likelihood 
more information and knowledge fows through these informal social networks 
than through offcial hierarchical structures. In short, the formal structures of 
companies, as manifested in their organisational charts, do not explain how 
much of their day-to-day work actually gets done. 

Personal social networks and informal connections between workers increase 
the value of collaboration in organisations by reducing the search and coor-
dination costs of connecting individuals and teams who have complementary 
skills and knowledge alongside a shared purpose and interests. A capacity that 
is only likely to grow in importance as the ability to create value increasingly 
depends on the ideas and intangibles of knowledge workers. In this data, rich 
environment leaders will have to do far more to harness the power of informal 
networks, while at the same time managing the complexity that these ad hoc 
groups and communities necessarily generate. 

In the frst place, informal networks rely on serendipity and their effectiveness 
therefore varies considerably. In large companies several informal networks 
may form on related topics but never integrate; people with valuable knowl-
edge or skills may not join the most appropriate network or fail to discover that 
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a network exists; and crucial members, who serve as network hubs to connect 
others, can hobble or even undermine the network if they become overloaded, 
hoard knowledge or leave the company. 

Further, as organisations have been forced to reshape due to the global pan-
demic, networks that were formerly connected through propinquity, or proxim-
ity, have been strained as more people work from home. New workers working 
remotely can struggle to make sense of their new workplace without the infor-
mal network to guide them. 

Adding to the complexity is that not all networks will be visible to senior 
management, and even when they are, it’s hard for organisations to take full 
advantage of them because they follow different rules. Conversely, unintended 
barriers, corporate politics and simple neglect can keep natural networks from 
fourishing. At worst, informal networks can make dysfunctional organisations 
even more so by adding complexity, muddling roles and increasing the intensity 
of corporate politics. While naturally occurring bonds can contribute to team 
effciency, through a shared identity, they can also inhibit communication and 
collaboration with other groups, because they run the risk of becoming tribal. 
Other teams are then seen as “them”, not “us”, and collaboration can be poor, 
non-existent, even antagonistic. 

Understanding Organisational Networks 

There are many analytical frameworks for understanding the context in which 
organisations operate: PEST, Political, Economic, Social and Technological; 
PESTLEI, which adds Legal, Environmental and Information; PMESII, a US 
military model, which includes Military, Infrastructure and Information; as 
well as STEEPLE, RESPECT, ASCOPE and so the list goes on. Similarly, when 
it comes to the organisation itself, we can describe it in terms of its goals, its 
ownership, the sector in which it operates, its size, its scale, its scope and activ-
ities, the process by which it transforms inputs into outputs and its governance. 
All good quantifable stuff. But the danger with each of these approaches is, 
paradoxically, that they are too analytical. 

Analysis means to break things down, to reduce things or ideas into smaller 
parts in order to gain a better understanding of them. While this can often 
work for things that are complicated, it doesn’t work as well for social networks 
which are complex. Things that are complicated may have multiple parts, but 
those parts are joined and operate based on cause and effect. The working of 
a jet engine, for example, might be confusing, but ultimately it can be broken 
down into a series of clear deterministic relationships, which mean you can 
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predict what will happen if any part of the device is damaged or altered. In 
short, complicated problems are puzzles, they may require great effort but ulti-
mately they yield to prediction. 

Complexity, however, is by its very nature unpredictable and, despite advances 
in tracking and measuring using artifcial intelligence, remains fundamentally 
incompatible with analytical and reductionist models. A leader will not truly 
understand the business in which they work by studying production, sales and 
customer service as separate entities any more than a biologist will understand 
an ecosystem by studying its constituent species in isolation. The danger is that 
we assume we can. 

We operate under the assumption that the system in which we work will trans-
form our day-to-day tasks into larger, longer-term gains and, consequently, our 
short-term work is valuable to the organisation. But to what extent is that 
simply a leap of faith? How much do we actually know about the end-to-end 
operations of the organisations in which we work: the informal communication 
channels, the handoffs and deals between departments and teams as well as the 
friction of political walls, structural gaps and personal animosities? If you were 
to look more closely, would you see a complicated, but deliberate, strategy of 
cause and effect or a complex patchwork of workarounds, political truces, in-
formal agreements and shadow systems? 

Ruthanne Huising, a professor at Emlyon Business School in France, conducted 
research to try and fnd out.1 She analysed the activities of six project teams 
in fve organisations. The teams were made up of 52 people in total (48 of 
whom participated in the study) and were tasked with projects like redesigning 
a major product process, customer service or claims procedure. Four of these or-
ganizations were Fortune 500 companies in natural resources, high technology, 
durable products and consumer goods sectors. The ffth was a midsize regional 
insurance company. 

Her key fnding, which accords well with our own experience, is that despite 
being experienced managers, seeing the “bigger picture” of their organisations 
was a revelation to all her subjects. As she relates: 

They had never seen the pieces—the jobs, technologies, tools, and 
routines—connected in one place, and they realized that their prior view 
was narrow and fractured. A team member acknowledged, “I only thought 
of things in the context of my span of control.” 

This lack of perspective, Huising writes, is common for three reasons. First, as 
we do our jobs and build our careers, we pay limited attention to how the organ-
isations we work in are designed and operated as a system. Instead, we typically 
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focus on our day-to-day work, interacting primarily with the people needed to 
get that work done. Second, organisations do not willingly lend themselves to 
being analysed. This is particularly true in large, complex organizations where 
the division of labour, functional boundaries and centralised authority generate 
partial and myopic views. Third, what we know about the systems in which we 
work is very different from what we know about working within these systems. 
We may be skilled at executing our role, but we often do so without being 
aware of how the organisation (just like the networks in which we exist) is 
shaping and being shaped by what we do. 

Consequently, change happens, if at all, on an improvised or ad hoc basis, 
solutions are implemented in isolation and there is seldom any overall plan 
or guiding hand. Many of the rules that people fnd onerous and bureaucratic 
were put in place to deal with real abuses, problems, or inconsistencies, or as a 
way of managing complex environments. But while each rule may have been 
instituted for good reason, after a while a tangle of rules develop that make no 
sense in aggregate. The danger is that the company becomes overwhelmed by 
well-intended rules that reduce overall effciency and effectiveness. 

The study highlights just how infrequently we recognise how poorly designed 
and managed many of our organisations really are; we simply do not understand 
the system. Ironically, however, this may be a good thing. Not acknowledging 
the dysfunction of existing routines may in fact protect us from seeing how 
much of our work is wasted effort. In conclusion, Huising writes: 

Knowledge of the systems we work in can be a source of power, yes. But 
when you realize you can’t affect the big changes your organization needs, it 
can also be a source of alienation. 

This is a point to which we will return when we consider the requirement 
in Network Leaders for restless persuasion. But frst we need to consider an-
other very familiar problem for organisations, which also emerges from a lack 
of broader organisational perspective – the crippling tendency to operate in 
stovepipes or silos. 

The Silo Effect 

Silos are used on farms to prevent different grains from mixing; in organisa-
tions, silos are a euphemism for the limited interaction and fow of informa-
tion that can occur between teams and departments. The silo effect can be 
found in the silent acquiescence of service heads in meetings; the lack of shared 
understanding across business units; messy and incomplete hand-offs between 
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departments; competitive pay and incentives that set individuals and teams 
against each other; planning meetings where key players from other depart-
ments are missing; and in a host of other instances where competing priori-
ties, cross-functional rivalry and simple ignorance overwhelm and outweigh 
collaboration. 

In Creativity Inc. Ed Catmull describes silos in the following manner2: 

In animation we have many constituencies: story, art, budget, technology, 
fnance, production, marketing, and consumer products. The people within 
each constituency have priorities that are important – and often opposing. 
The writer and director want to tell the most affecting story possible; the 
production designer wants the flm to look beautiful; the technical direc-
tors want fawless effects; fnance wants to keep the budgets within limits; 
marketing wants a hook that is easily sold to potential viewers; the con-
sumer products people want appealing characters to turn into plush toys 
and to plaster on lunchboxes and T-shirts; the production managers try to 
keep everyone happy – and to keep the whole thing from spiralling out of 
control. And so on. Each group is focused on its own needs, which means 
that no one has a clear view of how their decisions impact other groups; 
each group is under pressure to perform well, which means achieving stated 
goals … Each group is trying to do the right thing, but they’re pulling in 
different directions. 

Catmull concludes with the observation: 

If any one of those groups ‘wins’, we lose … In a healthy culture they all 
understand that achieving balance is the central goal of the company. 

While most leaders and managers recognise the importance of breaking down silos 
and instead building strong connections to help people work across departmental 
boundaries, they often struggle to make it happen because vertical (hierarchical) 
relationships in organisations, the people you report to and those who report to 
you, usually take precedence over the horizontal (lateral) relationships with col-
leagues in other departments. And this causes two principal problems. 

The frst is that these horizontal relationships often create most value for cus-
tomers. The integrated, seamless solutions that most customers want require the 
tricky, horizontal collaborations with which most organisations struggle. The 
second is that many of the greatest innovation and business development op-
portunities happen at the edges, at the interfaces between teams, functions and 
departments, the places where different ideas and ways of doing things collide. 

One way to overcome these issues is to try and break down silos by redesigning 
the organisational structure, but wholesale organisational redesign, depending 
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upon the scale of ambition, can be costly, confusing and slow. And while every 
new structure solves some problems, it usually creates others. Matrix organi-
zational structures, for example, in which people report to two or more bosses 
(often operational and functional reporting lines), can be infuriatingly hard 
to navigate without strong leadership and accountability.3 There are of course 
examples of new organisational forms, from fatarchies to holocracies, but these 
tend to work in smaller organisations and start-ups. Larger organisations strug-
gle to realise such radical restructuring unless they have grown in this way from 
the start, such as Zappos and WG Gore. 

Instead, we are suggesting a more nuanced and realistic understanding of organ-
isations, one that recognises and accommodates their inherent complexity as 
human systems, as social networks, rather than simply complicated machines. 

As Krackhardt and Hanson observe: 

Many executives invest considerable resources in restructuring their com-
panies, drawing and redrawing organizational charts only to be disappointed 
by the results. That’s because much of the real work of companies happens 
despite the formal organization. Often what needs attention is the infor-
mal organization, the networks of relationships that employees form across 
functions and divisions to accomplish tasks fast. These informal networks 
can cut through formal reporting procedures to jump start stalled initia-
tives and meet extraordinary deadlines. But informal networks can just as 
easily sabotage companies’ best laid plans by blocking communication and 
fomenting opposition to change unless managers know how to identify and 
direct them. Learning how to map these social links can help managers 
harness the real power in their companies and revamp their formal organi-
zations to let the informal ones thrive.4 

What is required is an appreciation of the messy complexity of the informal 
networks that exist in all organisations and a way of visualising them, with the 
explicit aim of identifying the gaps in connectivity but also fnding the natural 
human connections that will already undoubtedly exist at some interfaces and 
thereby gain a measure of control over how these informal networks might be 
encouraged to grow in future. One method that we have found particularly 
helpful is Social Network Analysis. 

Notes 

1 Huising, R. (2019). Can You Know Too Much About Your Organization? (online) 
Harvard Business Review, December 04, 2019. Available at https://hbr.org/2019/12/ 
can-you-know-too-much-about-your-organization (accessed 17 April 2021). 
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2 Catmull, E. (2014). Creativity Inc. London: Bantam Press, pp. 137–9. 
3 It is worth reading Bryan, L., Matson, E. and Weiss, L. (2007). Harnessing the Power 

of Informal Employee Networks. It describes how networks of natural professional 
communities operating within an organisation might be formalised to improve the 
effciency and effectiveness of matrix structures. Available at https://www.mck-
insey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/harnessing-the-power-of-
informal-employee-networks. 

4 Krackhardt, D. and Hanson, J.R. (1993). Informal Networks: The Company be-
hind the Chart. Harvard Business Review, July–August 1993, pp. 53–61. 
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Social Network Analysis 

Social Network Analysis (SNA) is a method for visualising and understanding 
human networks. It is designed to locate infuential groups or individuals and 
map the connections between them, thereby helping us to quantify and under-
stand the dynamics of social systems. Organisational Network Analysis (ONA) 
is the name given to SNA within businesses and institutions, where it is used 
to build a 2D picture of the people, groups, tasks, knowledge and resources of 
organisational systems. Together, SNA and ONA are part of a broader trend in 
the feld of People Analytics, using statistical insights from employee data to 
better understand human resource issues such as diversity and inclusion, inno-
vation and employee performance. In short, it is a powerful means for making 
visible informal patterns of collaboration and information fow.1 

An organisational chart or organogram is a crude representation of an organ-
isation’s social network. It is a schematic diagram which aims to capture the 
complexity of an organisation in a logical cause and effect diagram, showing 
its structure in terms of the reporting relationships between individuals, de-
partments and teams. But the truth is that organisations only look like this on 
paper (Figure 3.2). 

In reality, they look more like this, where the nodes (individual people) are 
represented by coloured shapes and the ties or edges (connections) between 
them are represented by dark lines (Figure 3.3). 

It would be an error, however, to draw a distinction between social networks 
and hierarchies. A hierarchy is simply a special kind of social network with 
restricted numbers of horizontal connections, enabling a single ruling node to 
maintain a high degree of control. The essence of any autocracy, a strictly en-
forced hierarchy, is that the nodes further down the organisational chart can-
not communicate with one another, much less organise, without going through 
the central node. The correct distinction to make is between hierarchical net-
works and distributed networks.2 

DOI: 10.4324/9781003092582-17 
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Figure 3.2 Organisational Chart. 

   

 

  

  

Figure 3.3 Social Network. 

It would also be an error to suppose that hierarchies are alien to proper hu-
man functioning. On the contrary, we are hierarchy-seeking animals and they 
serve an important evolutionary purpose. According to Jon Maner, Professor 
of Psychology at Florida State University, “The human mind is, quite liter-
ally, designed to live within hierarchically arranged groups”.3 So attuned are 
we to dominance hierarchies that they emerge very quickly within groups of 
strangers who are given a task to complete. 
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As Matthew Syed explains,4 most teams function better with a chain of com-
mand because hierarchy creates a division of labour where leaders can focus 
on the big picture leaving others to grapple with the detail. It also ensures that 
teams coordinate their actions. Without a hierarchy, team members can fall to 
arguing among themselves about what to do next, which can be disruptive and 
dangerous. Google, for example, took an early decision to get rid of all their 
managers and create an entirely fat structure, but it didn’t work. The lack of a 
hierarchy created chaos. They quickly realised that Google needed managers 
to set direction and facilitate collaboration. 

Similarly, the organisational chart or organogram is valuable in that it enables 
us to visualize a complete organisation. The problem is that it only shows the 
formal hierarchical relationships and tells us nothing about the pattern of in-
formal human relationships, which has two principal drawbacks: 

1. It can constrain thought and action, forcing us down artifcial tramlines in 
terms of how we act and what we expect. Communication and instruction 
go down and responses or reports of action come back up, and it is poor 
form to jump the chain of command (up or down) or communicate later-
ally without seeking permission from above frst. 

2. It is manifestly incomplete, hiding gaps and blockages as well as alternative 
lines of connectivity. It leaves uncharted a vast terrain of connection and 
disconnection, which can make or break change, strangle innovation and 
cripple day-to-day operations. 

There are times when it makes sense for a dominant leader to make decisions 
and for everyone else to fall into line, particularly when the requirement is for 
speed and coordination. But in situations of complexity, hierarchy suppresses 
collective intelligence, which hinges upon the expression of diverse perspec-
tives and insights, because dissent is often perceived as a threat to the status of 
the leader.5 Effective decision-making in complex situations requires the free 
fow of information through social networks. Groups typically need a leader; 
otherwise there is a risk of confict and indecision. And yet the leader will 
make wise choices only if they gain access to the diverse views of the group. 

Intuitively, we all know this. The term hierarchical is a pejorative, shorthand for 
a workplace that puts too much emphasis on rank and slavishly following the 
procedural pecking order. It is the same with bureaucracy, which has become 
a catchall term for the many ways in which organisations squander workers’ 
potential, from needless paperwork to delusional project timelines and admin-
istrative overheads that prevent workers from doing the meaningful tasks that 
actually contribute to the organisation’s bottom line. 
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Yet despite these drawbacks organisations still tend to be understood as for-
mal hierarchies with their attendant bureaucratic procedures. We accept that 
because in any process involving hundreds of people a chain of command is 
essential. Hierarchies and structured bureaucratic environments have been de-
signed to help large groups of people work together and excising them from 
organisations would be nearly impossible. Projects that involve complex tech-
nical work must be tracked and coordinated across departments, budgets must 
be accounted for and costs must be kept in line. Both authors have worked in 
highly structured, hierarchical environments that inspired high quality work 
and a healthy environment between colleagues. And many organisations do 
a good job in protecting their workers from the detrimental effects of doc-
umentation, schedules, expense accounting and budget statements. But not 
all. When poorly managed hierarchy and bureaucracy impede innovation and 
productivity. 

At an individual level they cause problems when people begin to equate their 
own value and that of others with where they fall in the pecking order. Assign-
ing personal worth based on rank can cause people to focus their energy on 
managing upward while neglecting people beneath them in the hierarchy. And 
this attitude causes a problem for even the best managers, because their view is 
obstructed by those people who are skilled at fguring out what their manager 
wants. 

When viewed from within, a full picture of the dynamics of any group is elu-
sive. A manager might rely on other people to alert him or her to a particular 
employee’s lack of authenticity, but many are loath to tell tales or risk sounding 
envious. While we are all aware of these kinds of behaviours, most of us do not 
realise how they distort our own view of the world, largely because we think 
we see more than we actually do. It may not occur to people after they get 
promoted to a leadership position that people may be less candid with them. 
Instead, many new leaders assume wrongly that their access to information is 
unchanged or better than before. This may be true in terms of an organisation’s 
operational and strategic planning, but they are unlikely to see the levels below 
them with as much clarity as they once did. 

SNA provides an alternative lens through which to view organisational sys-
tems as well as a language to help explain and act within them, one which is 
dynamic, emergent, lateral and even bottom-up. In our current context, one 
characterised by volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity (VUCA), 
leaders must do more than set strategic direction, inspire others and drive exe-
cution. They also need to establish strong network performance by convening, 
building, aligning and enabling broad networks, both within and beyond the 
bounds of their teams, organisations and communities. 
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As Stanley McChrystal observed,6 following his experiences in the conficted 
environments of Iraq and Afghanistan, at an organisational level complexity 
has rendered reductionist management ineffective. While effciency is neces-
sary, it is no longer suffcient for successful organisations. Reductionism and top 
down, command and control worked in the 20th century, but is now quickly 
overwhelmed by the speed and hugely exaggerated impact of networks, such as 
terrorists, start-ups, social movements and viral trends. To which we can now 
add biological viruses. 

McChrystal’s view is that management models based on planning and predict-
ing are no longer suited to today’s challenges. Instead, organisations must be 
resilient and adaptive to changing circumstances. To survive and thrive, they 
must be networked, not rigidly hierarchical. The goal is to shift from effciency 
to sustained organisational adaptability, which requires dramatic changes in 
mental and organisational models and approaches as well as sustained efforts 
on the part of leadership to create the environment for such change. 

In the business world, some of the most notable examples of this approach 
are companies like Alphabet, Amazon, Alibaba, Airbnb, eBay, Facebook and 
Netfix. These are platform companies with network-based business models, 
who have proved themselves to be exponentially better at creating value than 
companies organised around products and services. Companies like Facebook, 
Twitter and LinkedIn applied this principle by focusing relentlessly on improv-
ing the user experience while giving away their advertising-free product. This 
was a radical concept at the time, but made sense because the real potential 
occurs after critical mass. 

In the early 1990s, George Glider postulated a theory that changed how we 
think about networks from telephones to the Internet and social networks. He 
called his theory Metcalfe’s Law, named after the founder of Ethernet. Met-
calfe’s law states that the value of a telecommunications network is propor-
tional to the square of the number of connected users of the system and was 
originally presented in terms of compatible communicating devices such as 
telephones rather than users. The law was often illustrated using the example 
of fax machines: a single fax machine is useless, but the value of every fax ma-
chine increases as the total number of fax machines in the network increases, 
because the total number of people with whom each user may send and receive 
documents increases. Likewise, in social networks, the greater number of peo-
ple the more valuable the network becomes. 

In the parlance of SNA, the value of a network increases as its relative density 
increases, that is, the percentage of people in your network who are connected 
against the number that could be. By increasing density, new things spread 
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more quickly through it and we dramatically increase the rate at which partic-
ipants learn from each other and deepen their relationships. 

However, while the likes of Amazon and Alibaba are internet-enabled plat-
forms, platforms and networks are not solely digital. They are a business and 
mental model that can be developed in many ways and in many different envi-
ronments, within businesses as well as beyond. The medieval marketplace was 
a platform business model. A place provided for the exchange of goods and ser-
vices. The London coffee shops of the 17th- and 18th-century Enlightenment 
were places of conversation, social movement and commerce. They formed 
the basis of the London Stock Exchange and Lloyds of London, to name just 
a few. The overlapping networks of ideas and people are key to understanding 
platforms and the network approach. 

However, the traditional way of thinking about value creation is linear and 
incremental. A process turns inputs into outputs and the value is in the prod-
ucts and services themselves. The new way of thinking about value creation 
is networked and exponential. In the language of networks, the value of the 
platform provider is not necessarily in creating the nodes (services, things, data 
and people) but in fostering value through the creation and nurturing of con-
nections between the nodes. 

It is our contention that the Fourth Industrial Age, which enabled network 
organisations, also requires them. It enabled them because of the continuing 
evolution of the internet and the tools that are continually being developed 
for coordination and collaboration. It requires them because knowledge must 
be utilised regardless of where it is found in an organisation, and it cannot be 
assumed only to be located where the organisation chart says it should be. The 
question then is: how do we fnd it? 

Social Capital 

Whether you work in manufacturing, service provision or the knowledge 
economy, it is relatively straightforward to measure and track the quantitative 
data of economic capital, relating to inputs, outputs and return on investment 
(ROI). It is less easy, however, to track the equally important contribution of 
social capital, the quality of our interpersonal working relationships toward the 
achievement of positive outcomes. 

Social capital was popularised at the turn of this century by Robert Putnam. 
In his book, Bowling Alone,7 he argued that America was undergoing a long 
steady decline in “social capital”, by which he meant the strength of civic 
and community connections from labour-union membership and cross-party 
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political collaboration to community involvement and marriage rates. In busi-
ness terms, social capital is believed to enhance the performance of companies 
through lowering transaction costs and increasing productivity, through the 
exchange of ideas, information and improved ways of working, in other words 
an effective and effcient exchange of who has what, who needs what and who 
can do what. 

In further work, Putnam discussed the role of networks in defning what consti-
tutes a healthy community and introduced to the wider public the concepts of 
bonding and bridging social capital after the work of Mark Granovetter,8 which 
we mentioned previously as strong and weak ties, respectively. Broadly speak-
ing, bonding social capital is found within groups and bridging social capital is 
found between groups. Bonding social capital (strong ties) acts as the “social 
cement”, bringing teams and communities closer together around shared norms 
and practices, whereas bridging social capital (weak ties) offers access to wider 
horizons, encouraging members to move beyond their own team or community 
and take advantage of new ideas and opportunities. Non-Executive Directors 
and consultants are a good example of weak links, because they create network 
links between the multiple frms they serve. They create connections between 
otherwise disparate groups of people and, if motivated to do so, can enable the 
spread of innovation and ideas. 

The key of course is to fnd a balance between strong and weak ties. While 
increasing the density of social connections within groups can improve sol-
idarity, it may insulate the group from benefcial infuences from outside the 
group. In dense clusters of strong connections, information tends to become 
homogenous and redundant because it is known by all. A further danger is that 
bonding social capital can become exclusionary and inward looking, leading 
community members to view the outside world with suspicion. It can also lead 
to pressure on group members to comply with dominant community norms, 
which, in turn, become further mechanisms for exclusion and the rejection of 
“foreign” ideas. Those within the group beneft from its protection and help, 
while outsiders are seen as competitors and therefore distrusted. 

So while strong ties bind individuals together into groups, weak ties bind groups 
together into the larger society and are crucial for spreading new information 
and ideas. Alex Pentland, a computer scientist and Professor at the Massachu-
setts Institute of Technology (MIT), argues for the value of strong and weak 
ties in creating culture, supporting productivity and enabling creativity.9 As 
Pentland observes: 

By making group members more aware of the patterns of communication 
within and between groups we are improving their social intelligence, 
which leads to greater productivity and creative output. Managers need to 



 

 

 
 

  
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

  

  

 

 

112 Understanding the  Soc ia l  System 

visualize patterns of internal and external communication and take steps 
to make sure that ideas fow within and between all of their work groups.10 

Pentland argues that the spreading of ideas through social networks, whether 
by example or story, is how traditions and ultimately culture develop. “Idea 
Flow”, as he calls it, facilitates the transfer of habits and customs from person to 
person and from generation to generation. And each community or culture has 
its own stream or fow of ideas, which can either insulate a group from outside 
infuences or allow members to incorporate new ideas from other groups. Con-
sequently, we can spur innovation and change by bridging the gaps in human 
networks and dipping our toes into other streams of ideas and behaviour. 

In terms of productivity, Pentland uses the example of work he did in the 
Bank of America call centre. In call centres the most important measure of 
productivity is average call handle time (AHT). Analysis of his data revealed 
that the most important factors for predicting productivity were the overall 
amount of interaction and the level of engagement among call centre em-
ployees. Armed with this analysis it was possible to fne tune network per-
formance. In this case by changing the structure of coffee breaks and giving 
breaks to whole teams at a time, not just individuals, which increased the 
level of informal interaction and engagement among the teams. As a result, 
AHT sharply decreased, demonstrating a strong link between interaction pat-
terns and productivity. Such informal interaction allowed employees to learn 
the tricks of the trade, the kind of tacit knowledge that separates novices 
from experts; in effect, it created a community of practice. SNA allows you to 
visualise that interaction. 

Network Mapping 

A network map (Figure 3.4) is an excellent tool for making networks explicit, 
visually tracking them over time and monitoring strategies to create new 
connections. 

Figure 3.4 was created by the authors using UCINet Visualisation Software,11 

in order to analyse the relationship dynamics among geographically separate 
teams who were working together as part of a national public sector project. 
The network map (alternatively known as a sociogram as opposed to an or-
ganogram) helped us to identify where the organisation was resilient and strong 
and where it was vulnerable and weak. It allowed the leadership to bring out 
the strengths in the informal network, restructure their formal organisation 
to complement the informal and “rewire” faulty connections to achieve their 
organisational goals. 
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  Figure 3.4 Social Network Map. 

In other words, the network map helped to analyse and assess the quantity and 
quality of social capital, the aim being to determine how virtuous circles of 
positive contact could be best built and maintained over time, how insularity 
and distrust could be avoided and what value the positive links and relation-
ships provided in the organisation. The results of the analysis were then used 
to identify environments, social structures and individual practices that were 
likely to generate cooperation and collaboration and those that were likely to 
disrupt them, such as geographical separation, departmental silos and individ-
ual animosities. 

Fundamentally, SNA allows a comparison between the formal structure 
of an organisation, as laid down in its organisational chart or organogram, 
with the informal network of relationships based upon such things as family, 
friends, shared interests and experience (homophily) and physical location 
(propinquity). Equally, it can help identify the spaces or gaps that exist in net-
works (where knowledge and resources are not being shared) and how to bridge 
them. It is also helpful in identifying people’s centrality to the network, the 
degree to which individuals connect other people and groups (the concept 
of centrality which we mentioned earlier), which often alerts organisations 
to important but under-reported individuals, those who bind the organisation 
together but are not recognised as part of the formal hierarchical network. 

Ronald Burt coined the term “structural holes”12 to describe the gaps between 
individuals or groups with complementary resources or information. When the 
two are connected directly or indirectly through a third individual, a bridge, 
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the gap is flled, creating important advantages for both parties. In Burt’s view, 
competitive advantage and building social capital is about bridging structural 
holes, providing access to resources, information, new ideas and new ways of 
working. People who act as bridges between other individuals and groups are 
therefore central to an effective network. 

Methodology13 

Drawing and analysing network maps begins with the collection of the raw 
material or data which can be gleaned from either e-mail exchanges, chats and 
fle transfers (the digital exhaust of a company) or through employee surveys 
based on relational questions. We do the latter, which can be better focused on 
key problems and is more overt, removing the suspicion that “Big Brother is 
watching you”, monitoring staff email exchanges and conversations! To get a 
good overall picture of the informal networks in an organisation, a good place 
to start is with three network questions focusing on communication, advice 
and trust suggested by David Krackhardt and Jeffrey Hanson,14 although there 
are other dimensions that can be examined, innovation and who people get 
their ideas from for example. 

Communication networks reveal who talks to whom about work-related mat-
ters, such as news and events, on a regular basis. Mapping communication net-
works can help diagnose ineffciency and low productivity, on the basis that 
workers are either spending too much time and energy working the rumour 
mill, instead of actually working, or they hardly communicate at all, leading to 
errors, alienation, stress and poor morale. A typical question is “Whom do you 
talk to every day”? 

Advice networks show the prominent members in an organisation on whom 
others rely to solve problems and provide technical information. These net-
works are about solving task-related problems and obtaining technical infor-
mation to perform one’s duties. They show infuential players in the day-to-day 
operations of a company and can uncover routine conficts, recurring disagree-
ments over how things should be done or the assumptions one should be oper-
ating by. Advice networks diagnose such disagreements by showing when there 
are contradictory sources of expertise, unused sources or no sources at all. A 
typical question is: “Whom do you go to for help or work-related advice at least 
once a week”?15 

Trust networks examine the confdence people have in another person’s inten-
tions: do I trust them or is there a need to be protective or careful around them. 
It is often associated with the sharing of confdential or “political” information 
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The Matrix 

Working in an automotive manufacturing plant, James used SNA to ex-
amine the fow of work between the engineering, production, quality and 
supply teams. This identifed some key gaps in connection with regard 
to day-to-day communication, the sharing of advice, knowledge and ex-
pertise and a lack of trust. Not trust in the sense of being unreliable or 
deceitful, but trust in the sense of being open with colleagues; the sort 
of trust and understanding among colleagues that reduces transactional 
costs such as people double checking one another’s work. 

The MD and his senior team decided that the solution was to change the 
physical layout of the offces. Breaking down the partitions between sepa-
rate functional offces and creating instead an open-plan offce, the layout 
of which mirrored the matrix structure of how the teams were meant to 
work, with functional teams in the horizontal rows and value (product) 
streams of mixed teams in the vertical. The effects were quickly felt, with 
gains in collaboration, productivity and problem solving. 

and the provision of support for one’s ideas and proposals. Mapping trust net-
works will often uncover the source of political conficts and failure to achieve 
strategic or change objectives. You should examine trust networks when imple-
menting a major change or experiencing a crisis. A typical question is: “Whom 
would you trust to keep in confdence your concerns about a work-related 
issue”? 

Trust is perhaps the most powerful question of the three, being the bedrock of 
high performing teams, but it is also the most emotive, so we sometimes use 
the term “support” and we always emphasise that in saying you “trust” or “do 
not trust” a co-worker; it is not a question of whether you think they might or 
might not steal your wallet or your milk from the communal fridge, but a simple 
recognition we know and get along with some people better than others, and 
this affects how effciently and effectively we work together. 

Collection and Analysis 

We gather the data using an online survey, with the questions followed by a list 
or drop-down menu of the colleagues in question (members of your team for 
instance) and then feed the results into the UCINET software, which creates a 
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combined 2D visualisation and one for each question (communication, advice 
and trust), which can then be analysed to identify structural holes and rela-
tional strengths and weaknesses. 

While there are a wide variety of structural issues that can be identifed within 
a network, the following examples, which we have adapted from the work of 
Paul Leonardi and Noshir Contractor,16 provide a useful illustration of what 
can be found, some of which we have already discussed. 

Weak Ties (Figure 3.5). The dark grey node shows a person who communicates 
with people in several other networks besides their own, which makes them 
more likely to get novel information that may lead to new and innovative 
ideas. In contrast, the light grey node shows a person who communicates only 
with people within their network and is therefore less likely to generate ideas, 
even though they may be creative. 

Strong Ties (Figure 3.6). The purple team members are deeply connected with 
one another, which is an indication that they work well together. And because 

Figure 3.5 Weak Ties. 

Figure 3.6 Strong Ties. 
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their external connections don’t overlap, the team has access to a wide range 
of helpful external sources. The ideal arrangement is therefore a combination 
of “strong ties” within teams and “weak ties” between them. 

Infuencers (Figure 3.7). Though dark grey connects to only two people, purple 
is more infuential than orange, because purple’s connections are better con-
nected. Light grey may spread ideas faster, but purple can spread ideas further 
because their connections are more connected and therefore infuential. 

Innovators (Figure 3.8). Dark grey team members aren’t deeply interconnected, 
which suggests they’ll have different perspectives and more productive debates. 
The downside is that confict may also be higher, but if well managed this could 
be the grit in the oyster that makes the pearl. The members also have a wide 
range of external connections, which should help them gain buy-in for their 
innovations. 

Organisational Silos (Figure  3.9). In this example, each colour indicates 
a different team or department. People within the departments are deeply 

Figure 3.7 Infuencers. 

Figure 3.8 Innovators. 
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Figure 3.9 Organisational Silos. 

Supplier
Com

pany

 

Figure 3.10 External Vulnerability. 

connected, but only one or two people in any department connect with people 
in other departments. This is classic silo mentality. The teams may work well 
independently but the organisation may be crippled by poor communication 
and collaboration. 

Vulnerability (Figure 3.10). Light grey is a critical external supplier to company 
departments grey, dark grey and mid grey. Six people at the company have re-
lationships with green, but 30 other people rely on those relationships, which 
puts the company at risk. If blue’s one connection to green leaves, the depart-
ment will be cut off from the supplier. While his title may or may not refect his 
importance, that employee is vital to information fow. 

Managing this complexity requires leaders who can identify and direct infor-
mal networks, aligning them where possible with the formal organisational 
hierarchy, but always in pursuit of effcient and effective action. Not just doing 
things right but doing the right things. We need leaders and managers who 
understand the messy complexity of the human systems in which they operate. 



 

  
   

     
    

       
 

   
       
   

   

   
     

   

   
      
   
   

 
      

  
   

       
    

     
             

   

119 Soc ia l  Network  Ana lys is  

In the words of the late Donald Schön, philosopher and professor in urban 
planning at the MIT, we need “refective practitioners”.17 

Notes 

1 A short history of SNA can be found at Appendix 2. 
2 Ferguson, N. (2017). The False Prophecy of Hyperconnection: How to Survive the 

Networked Age. Foreign Affairs, September/October 2017, pp. 68–79. 
3 Maner, J.K. (2017). Dominance and Prestige: A Tale of Two Hierarchies. (online) 
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(accessed 17 April 2021). 
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15 The use of a time qualifer, “every day” or “once a week” is designed to identify the 
key communication and advice networks rather than people with whom we inter-
mittently interact. 

16 Leonardi, P. and Contractor, N. (2018). Better People Analytics. (online) Harvard 
Business Review. Available at https://hbr.org/2018/11/better-people-analytics (accessed 
17 April 2021). 

17 Schon, D. (1983). The Refective Practitioner: How Professionals Think in Action. 
New York: Basic Books. 
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The Reflective Practitioner 

Schön described “refective practitioners” as individuals who are able to cope 
with change and uncertainty by interpreting and responding to particular situ-
ations in their area of professional practice. Schön further identifed two con-
trasting and conficting areas of professional practice. The frst was the “high 
ground” supported by “technical rationality”, where manageable problems with 
a clear end could be tackled through the application of research-based theory 
to identify suitable means to that end. The second, and he felt more signifcant 
dimension, was the “swampy low ground” where the ends are confused and 
there is no clear problem to solve, what we have called wicked problems. 

In the case of the swampy low ground, the professional practitioner must frst 
“name and frame” the problem by setting boundaries and imposing coher-
ence in order to organise and clarify the ends before he or she can consider 
any possible approaches or means to achieve them. The problem is that these 
“indeterminate zones” escape the defnitions of “technical rationality” upon 
which much professional practice rests. Consequently, there is a gap between 
the prevailing conception of professional knowledge and the actual competen-
cies or understanding required of practitioners. 

Nevertheless, there are those who do very well in these “indeterminate zones”, 
and it was a study of these individuals that informed Schön’s continuing stud-
ies. Interestingly, these individuals or “outstanding practitioners” were not said 
to have more professional knowledge than others but more wisdom, talent, 
intuition or artistry. They were able to go beyond the available rules, facts, 
theories and operations, and in effect “remake their practice world”.1 Schön 
used this as his starting point to explore the relationship between practical 
competence and understanding, and professional knowledge. 

In the frst place he observed that professional artistry is only an esoteric, high-
powered variant of the more familiar acts of competence that we all routinely 
exhibit. What he found striking was that competence did not depend upon 

DOI: 10.4324/9781003092582-18 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003092582-18


        

       

    

 
       

  
       

        

              

       

121 The  Ref lec t ive  Pract i t ioner  

individuals being able to describe what they knew or how to do it. By way of 
explanation he cited our ability to recognise the faces of people we know in a 
crowd, in which recognition is immediate but we are not aware of any anteced-
ent reasoning. We are not, for instance, consciously comparing the face with 
images of other faces held in our memory. We simply see the face of the person 
we know and if someone were to ask us how we did it we would be unable to 
tell them. 

Schön called this skill “knowing-in-action”, referring to a type of knowledge 
that we reveal in our actions, like riding a bike or driving a car. We reveal it by 
our ability to do it, often without thinking about it and despite being unable 
to explain exactly how we do it. On occasion, however, a familiar routine that 
we normally do without thinking produces an unexpected result. For example, 
the natural reaction of drivers who go into a skid when driving a car is to brake 
and turn away from the direction of the skid, but this is precisely the wrong 
thing to do and will produce the unexpected result to which Schön refers. 
All such experiences, Schön believed, whether pleasant or unpleasant, contain 
an element of surprise that we will either ignore in an effort to preserve the 
consistency of our usual patterns of knowing-in-action or explore in order to 
improve our understanding. The former is commonly known as confrmation 
bias, our propensity to favour information, whether true or not, which confrms 
our pre-existing beliefs. The alternative is that we attend to these “surprises” 
and evaluate them through refection. 

In this case, we either refect during the action without interrupting it or we 
may refect on our action when it is completed. In the former, our thinking 
serves to reshape what we are doing while we are still doing it and can make 
a difference to the situation in hand. For instance, we could try and correct 
our mistake (our natural reaction to the skid) by using trial and error with the 
results of each trial informing the next; Schön describes this as “refection-in-
action”. Alternatively, we may later think back on what we have done (when 
the car has come to a standstill) to discover how our knowing-in-action may 
have contributed to the unexpected outcome. In this case, our refection has no 
direct connection to the present action but may affect our future action. Schön 
described this as “refection-on-action”. 

Refecting-in-action like knowing-in-action is a process that we can de-
liver without being able to say what we are doing. Taken to its highest form, 
refection-in-action is the skill of the outstanding practitioner, who knows in-
stinctively the best course of action and can navigate through uncharted waters 
with apparent ease, the sort of artistry that we often call intuition or thinking 
on your feet and is a skill well worth nurturing in us all. The problem is that it 
often defes description, even by the practitioner, because: 
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it is one thing to refect-in-action and quite another to be able to refect 
on our refection-in-action so as to produce a good verbal description of it; 
and it is still another thing to be able to refect on the resulting description2 

Consequently, this “artistry” is a diffcult concept to teach, let alone learn. 

A useful German idiom for this “artistry” or instinct is fngerspitzengefühl, lit-
erally “fngertips feeling”, which also describes great situational understanding 
and the ability to respond most appropriately. It comes from the German mil-
itary and describes the ability of some commanders to maintain, with great 
accuracy and attention to detail, an ever-changing operational and tactical 
mental map of the battlefeld. 

Unlike a conventional map, which allows us to decide upon a suitable route 
for getting from one point to another, in times of war the troops, the weapons 
and even the terrain on a map change much more rapidly than cartographers 
can update them. So a commander with fngerspitzengefühl would hold such 
a map in their mind and adjust it by incorporating any signifcant information 
that was received. It is intended to evoke a commander who is in such intimate 
communication with the battlefeld that it is as though he has a fngertip on 
each critical point. It is synonymous with the English expression of “keeping 
your fnger on the pulse”, and from a network perspective, it is about having 
a feel for all the moving parts in your network and how you align them to 
achieve your goals. 

Cognitively, it is related to personal possession of multiple intelligences, nota-
bly those pertinent to visual and spatial data processing. The term suggests that 
in addition to any discursive processing of information that the commander 
may be conducting, such as mentally considering a specifc plan, they are also 
establishing cognitive relationships between disparate pieces of information as 
they arrive and constantly developing their mental model of the battlefeld. 
Though there is no physical connection between the commander and his 
troops other than conduits for the fow of information such as radio signals, it is 
as if the commander had their own sensitive presence in each spot. 

Great leaders appear to do this intuitively, they refect-in-action, knowing 
what to do or say almost unconsciously, based on the processing of experience 
and cumulative knowledge. Some would even describe it as innate, alluding 
to what was formerly known as “Great Man” theories of leadership or Heroic 
Leadership, which we discussed in Chapter 3, where leaders are born, not made. 
This is not something we ascribe to. For us, intuition, fngerspitzengefühl and 
refection-in-action are born of experience and can therefore be quantifed and 
their development accelerated by conscious practice and refective thinking. 
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In the frst place by asking the right questions of yourself and then of others, 
which is what Schön describes as “refection-on-action”. 

Refection-on-action is more approachable and trainable. It is the ability to 
stand back from an action, whether familiar or unfamiliar, and consider why you 
did what you did. It has a particular role to play in professional practice, which 
involves repetition. A professional practitioner will encounter certain types of 
situation many times and will therefore develop a repertoire of expectations, 
images and techniques. In other words, he or she learns what to look for and 
how to respond to what they fnd. As a result, they become less and less prone 
to surprise and confer upon their colleagues and clients the benefts of their 
specialisation, what may eventually be described as their artistry or intuition. 

However, a high degree of specialisation can also lead to a parochial narrow-
ness of vision, and a practitioner can be drawn into patterns of error that go 
uncorrected and ignore or trivialise phenomena outside their experience and 
expectations. In other words, they brush it aside or selectively do not attend to 
the signals. It is important therefore to maintain a capacity for refection-on-
action, allowing us to experience surprise, puzzlement or confusion with a view 
to constructing a new understanding of the situation rather than assuming it is 
a problem with which we are familiar. In short, it serves as a corrective to our 
innate subjective bias. 

Typically, we imagine consciousness (our unique awareness of what happens in 
the world) to be something that happens inside our brains, but Alva Noë ar-
gues in a similar vein to actor network theory that it exists in dynamic relation-
ship with our environment. For good and bad, human thought and behaviour 
expresses the infuence of the context we inhabit: 

prejudice constrains us like a straitjacket when we are trying to understand 
what we are and how we work. We spend all our lives embodied, environ-
mentally situated, with others. We are not merely recipients of external 
infuences but are creatures built to receive infuences that we ourselves 
enact; we are dynamically coupled with the world, not separate from it.3 

This is crucially important when we try to understand the systems and con-
text in which we live and work. And, just as individuals have biases and jump 
to conclusions because of the network of infuences through which they un-
derstand the world, so do organisations. They also perceive the world, albeit 
collectively, through what they already know and do, but instead of personal 
preference or prejudice we call it culture – the way we do things around here. 

While we do not dispute the need for hierarchy at times, in today’s world of 
networking and collaboration software, big data, analytics and massive scale 



 
 
 

       
    

 

    

   

   

124 Understanding the  Soc ia l  System 

The Semmelweis Reflex 

Seeing the world from other people’s point of view is not easy, because 
when we see things that challenge our mental models we tend to resist, 
ridicule and ignore them. This is confrmation bias, our tendency to 
favour information, which confrms our pre-existing beliefs. A cruel case 
in point is known as the Semmelweis Refex. 

The term derives from the name of a Hungarian physician, Ignaz Sem-
melweis, who discovered in 1847 that childbed fever mortality rates fell 
ten-fold when doctors disinfected their hands with a chlorine solution 
before moving from one patient to another. 

However, despite the overwhelming empirical evidence that his proce-
dure saved lives, his fellow doctors rejected his hand-washing suggestions, 
some refusing to believe that a gentleman’s hands could transmit disease. 
In 1865, the increasingly outspoken Semmelweis, supposedly suffering 
from a nervous breakdown, was committed to an asylum by his colleague. 
He died a mere 14 days later, at the age of 47, after being beaten by his 
guards. 

Semmelweis’s practice only earned widespread acceptance years after his 
death, when Louis Pasteur confrmed germ theory, and Joseph Lister, act-
ing on the French microbiologist’s research, practised and operated using 
hygienic methods, with great success. What we always need to keep in 
mind, therefore, is that our mental models aren’t reality; they are tools 
like the models weather forecasters use to predict the weather. The tool is 
not reality and the key is knowing the difference. 

pattern recognition through artifcial intelligence, we think it imprudent to 
continue to simply assume a static, hierarchical model of organisations for the 
convenience of seeing how to manage it. Now that frms’ activities are so inter-
twined and their successes so interdependent, the old tools and techniques will 
no longer always work. Richard Straub puts it like this: 

To succeed in the era of platforms and partnerships, managers will need to 
change practice on many levels. And with the new practices of ecosystem 
management must come new management theory, also reoriented around a 
larger-scale system-level view. Both practitioners and scholars can begin by 
dispensing with mechanistic, industrial-age models of inputs, processes, and 
outputs. They will have to take a more dynamic, organic, and evolutionary 
view of how organizations’ capacities grow and can be cultivated.4 
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In short, traditional models of hierarchical leadership and management are still 
necessary but no longer suffcient, and a more contemporary understanding 
of organisational structure is required, one which sees organisations as shared 
processes and individuals as deeply embedded in networks, which, in turn, al-
low them to harness both organisational hierarchies and social networks to get 
things done. 

Notes 

1 Schon, D.A. (1987). Educating the Refective Practitioner: Toward a New Design for 
Teaching and Learning in the Professions. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

2 Schon, D. A. (1987) ibid. 
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from the Biology of Consciousness. New York: Hill & Wang, p. 181. 
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Summary 

The purpose of this section has been to illustrate the components, dynamics 
and different perspectives of the social networks within which we all inevitably 
work and exist. It also includes an introduction to Social Network Analysis 
(SNA) to help visualise some of the elements and connections within such 
networks. It has been done with the explicit intention of helping understand 
and manage social systems and to facilitate more effcient and effective action. 
The value of a network approach, we believe, is in allowing us to defne the 
problem environment, if not the problem or solution, and then, map in hand, 
act with greater awareness and foresight. 

Our approach also resonates with much of our current culture, one that is in-
creasingly mediated through internet-enabled social networks and platform 
business models. Fundamentally, it builds upon our innate human desire to 
socialise and collaborate and helps reinforce the notion that we are all actors 
within networks, which we can infuence to a degree but which, in turn, infu-
ence us and which, in large part, we often struggle to comprehend. Network 
Leadership is an approach that recognises complexity and consequently the 
importance of network maps and sociograms to help illuminate the reality of 
organisations and wicked problems. 

At an individual level, this requires an approach to refective practice that en-
compasses both refection-in-action, essentially intuition or thinking on your 
feet, and refection-on-action, which is an open-minded and impartial recep-
tiveness to new ideas on the understanding that a propensity for deliberate 
refection, if practised over a long enough period, will develop and refne our 
intuitive capabilities. In short, we must hone our capacity to refect-on-action 
and approach each situation with an eye for the ever new. 
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Leadership Questions 

Ram Charan, the business writer and consultant, observes that: 

You have to be able to determine what critical decisions and trade-offs must 
get made, and by whom, to accomplish your business goals.1 

In other words, leaders need to know how to bring the right people together at 
the right frequency with the right information to make decisions. And, how do 
you build operating mechanisms at the critical intersections, the places where 
information must be exchanged, confict surfaced and resolved and decisions 
must be made for specifc business purposes? 

The leadership question to consider, therefore, is: against my purpose, aim or 
objectives, what are the gaps (the missing critical intersections) in my network 
and how can I fll them? Consider your answer from the perspective of your 
current situation and the future using the prompts below. 

Now 

1. What is the purpose of the existing operating mechanisms? 
2. How do they and their linkages combine to help deliver results? 
3. Which ones should be kept, eliminated or combined? 
4. Which require a total redesign and a new way to lead them? 

Future 

1. When you map your network, where are you strong? 
2. Where is your bonding and bridging capital? 
3. What are the key intersections across your network? 
4. Who are the key infuencers? 
5. What is missing? 

Note 

1 Charan, R. (2008). Know-How: The 8 Skills that Separate People Who Perform from 
Those Who Don’t. London: Random House. 
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Part IV 

Convening Power 

Authority is often described as the right to command and control other people, 
and in organisations it derives from rank and position in the hierarchy. But in 
Network Leadership authority is derived from the root word “authority” that 
means to author or write, which we use to mean having something to say that 
is worth listening to, which, in turn, is founded upon a personal manifesto, a 
declaration of your core values and beliefs, what you stand for and how you 
intend to live your life. It gives meaning and direction, reminding you of your 
priorities, motivating and inspiring you to live your purpose more fully. And, 
if it is worth listening to, it can also serve as a framework for others: acting as 
both a statement of principles and as a call to action. 

This is convening power, an attractive power that is able mobilise an existing 
movement or create a new one, much like the World Bank’s description of 
convening as “bringing together relevant actors to act collectively to address 
global or regional development challenges”.1 Signifcantly, Network Leaders 
defne and fll the space in the system in which they wish to lead, instead of 
targeting the next place in the hierarchy from which to wield greater positional 
power. Positional infuence can be extremely helpful but will only get you so 
far. When people are simply told what to do, then that is often all they will do 
(and incidentally only when you are looking over their shoulder). People will 
generally withhold their discretionary effort unless leadership is securely but-
tressed by faith in the leader’s character and competence. In other words, they 
admire and respect you. 

In foreign policy terms, it is described as soft power, the use of positive attrac-
tion and persuasion to achieve foreign policy objectives in place of the hard 
power of military and economic might: 
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Soft power shuns the traditional foreign policy tools of carrot and stick, 
seeking instead to achieve infuence by building networks, communicating 
compelling narratives, establishing international rules, and drawing on the 
resources that make a country naturally attractive to the world.2 

To have something to say that is worth listening to does not require you to 
be a great orator, but you do need a compelling story or narrative that makes 
what you say comprehensible to others. It helps therefore, as Caroline Naven 
observes, “if you are fuent in their ‘language’ [in terms of colloquial expressions 
and abbreviations]  … a shared language breaks down barriers and increases 
commonality”.3 

In the law courts, a good narrative wins by meeting the twin criteria of credibil-
ity and coherence. It is consistent with the available evidence and the general 
knowledge of the judge and jurors, and it has internal coherence – it makes 
sense.4 A good narrative not only articulates pathways from the world as it 
is to the world as it should be, but also sparks the motivation to act on it. A 
good story, well told, can slip past the defences of the rational mind, pluck at 
our hearts and stir our emotions (which is why we have used references from 
fction on occasion). Human societies have fourished without the wheel, but 
none has existed without stories. We are storytelling animals and to be human 
is to tell stories. The ability to learn from vicarious experience through story-
telling is thought to have provided an evolutionary advantage to our ancestors, 
ensuring the spread of innovative ideas and technology and the development 
of culture. 

But the power of a story can be just that, a fabrication. The idea that our under-
standing of gravity sprung from a single moment of inspiration, when an apple 
landed on Isaac Newton’s head, is powerful and unforgettable, even though 
it is probably untrue. In telling their stories, we believe that leaders have an 
obligation to act ethically, not least because it is the moral thing to do but also 
because it is the sensible thing to do. 

A leader can of course appeal to a narrow constituency and we do not have 
to look far for examples, whether this be politicians, warlords or religious ex-
tremists. As Brexit and the 2016 US election illustrated, consciously or uncon-
sciously, we tend to connect with people who are like us and share our opinions 
(homophily). Most of us sought confrmation from people who were more 
likely to vote like ourselves rather than challenging ourselves to understand 
those with a different view. Similar dangers lurk in organisations, and network 
leaders need to make a conscious effort to understand others and collaborate 
across organisational silos. 
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Network Leaders use their understanding of the social system to bring people 
together around a shared idea embodied in what we term their “manifesto”. 
However, this is not created in vacuum; it is, instead, an articulation of an 
underlying fragmented sentiment that when brought together and given voice 
becomes a compelling movement. 

In short, we are suggesting a more expansive style of leadership and an in-
clusive manifesto, one that draws together diverse groups in pursuit of shared 
rather than divisive goals; leaders who recognise that the only way to survive 
and prosper in turbulent times is to draw on a wide range of good ideas and 
committed people, no matter the source. Ultimately, the goal is to bring peo-
ple together, to convene them, around shared endeavour, and not drive them 
apart, which can only ever be a zero-sum game. 

Ruth Dearnley describes it as an: 

ecology, a living, moving thing. It’s not a castle with a fag. We are building 
an ecology of wisdom … It’s an intelligence led approach, collecting stories 
and building a rich picture and then disseminating the insights and infor-
mation. It’s about keeping going, about holding the space. 

She concludes that “I help provide the structure and processes, the scaffolding, 
step in to get it back on track and lead the way looking at what is coming and 
ensuring we deliver today”.5 

Notes 

1 World Bank (online). Available at: https://ieg.worldbankgroup.org/evaluations/-
world-bank-group-global-convening (Accessed 17 April 2021). 

2 Nye, J.S. (2004). Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics. New York: 
Hachette Publishing. 

3 Interview with the authors, 29 March 2021. 
4 Kay, J. and King, M. (2020). Radical Uncertainty: Decision-Making for an Unknowa-

ble Future. London: The Bridge Street Press, p. 212. 
5 Interview with the authors, 1 February 2021. 
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Power, Influence and Behaviour 

Legitimate power denotes authority to act or direct others to act. In an organ-
isation such legitimacy is conferred by appointment, in a democracy it is by 
election, but informally it is conferred by the simple inclination of others to 
follow your lead. Max Weber, the sociologist, philosopher and social theorist, 
distinguished three ideal types of legitimate authority: charismatic, traditional 
and legal.1 He described charismatic authority as an extraordinary and personal 
gift, akin to the Heroic theory of leadership. Traditional authority was based 
on inheritance, which is passed from one generation to the next, like a monar-
chical or noble line of succession, while legal-rational authority was formal or 
positional power that comes with a particular offce. 

As a manager you automatically have a measure of legal-rational authority and 
people expect you to use it. Traditional authority, including that which is in-
herited, is based on shared allegiance and can exist in any organisation where 
the members are united by a shared history. An example is the British military, 
where loyalty and therefore legitimacy is conferred on those who represent unit 
identity and the authority of the monarch. Charisma, however, is trickier. Like 
beauty it is largely in the eye of the beholder. 

Charisma is essentially a degree of attractiveness or charm that can inspire 
devotion in others and a willingness to do what you ask without the need for 
coercion or extrinsic reward. Weber distinguished it from the other forms of 
authority because, instead of tradition or contractual obligation, charismatic 
rule is based on the qualities of the leader, a belief in their individual powers 
rather than those bestowed by birth or rank. Furthermore, in Weber’s view, the 
actual power or capabilities of the leader are irrelevant, so long as the followers 
believe that such power exists. Consequently, the challenge for the charismatic 
leader is to generate and maintain that belief in their followers, for without it 
they have no mandate.2 
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Forty years after Weber, social psychologists John French and Bertram Raven 
identifed several other forms of power, but the distinction between positional 
and personal power remained.3 French and Raven’s model included fve, later 
six, “bases of power”: coercive, reward, legitimate, referent and expert. Raven 
subsequently added informational power as the sixth. 

In French and Raven’s model, legitimate power derives from the belief that a 
person has the formal right to make demands and to expect others to be com-
pliant and obedient. Reward power comes from a person’s ability to compen-
sate another for compliance or withhold it for non-compliance. Expert power 
is based on one’s level of skill and knowledge. Referent power is the result 
of a person’s perceived attractiveness, worthiness and right to others’ respect. 
Coercive power comes from the belief that a person can punish others for dis-
obedience. Informational power rests on a person’s ability to control access to 
information that others need to accomplish something. 

Positional power, therefore, includes Weber’s legal or traditional authority, 
alongside French and Raven’s power to reward, to coerce and to control access 
to resources and information. Personal power, however, refers to Weber’s char-
ismatic power and French and Raven’s referent power, based on the followers’ 
identifcation with, trust of or liking for the leader, as well as expert power, 
based upon the followers’ perceptions of the leader’s competence and aptitude. 
In short, personal power is a combination of competence and integrity. 

There is no doubt that network leaders may beneft from the advantages of 
positional authority, but we would regard it as neither necessary nor suffcient. 
Network Leadership is, in the frst instance, a combination of personal attrib-
utes based upon people’s identifcation with you, their trust in you and their 
belief in your abilities, but it is trust in you that comes frst. Harvard Business 
School professor Amy Cuddy has found that while most people, especially in 
a professional context, believe that competence is the most important factor 
generating trust. It is in fact personal integrity that counts for more. Her re-
search suggests that warmth and honesty is the most important factor in how 
people evaluate you.4 And, from an evolutionary perspective, she goes on to 
explain, this makes sense. 

In our prehistory, it was more important to fgure out if another person was 
going to stab you in the back and steal all your possessions than if they were 
competent enough to hunt or build a good fre. While competence is highly 
valued, it is evaluated only after trust has been established. Cuddy concludes 
that focusing too much on displaying your competence can actually backfre. 
A warm, trustworthy person who is also competent elicits admiration, but only 
after trust has been established does competence become a gift rather than a 
threat. 
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The weakness of positional power is that it leads to compliance but not nec-
essarily commitment. People will do what you ask of them so long as they 
are legitimate requests and you can ensure compliance through your physical 
presence or by creating quantifable productivity metrics which they cannot 
escape. The same goes for access to resources and rewards, compliance is con-
ditional on receiving those rewards and having suffcient resources, it may well 
end as soon as the rewards dry up or resources run short. Commitment to po-
sitional authority is therefore transactional in nature and bounded by limits of 
resources and reward. 

Authority derived from targets and rewards also encourages silos. Hierarchies 
force us to constantly look up and down, but seldom sideways. It is behaviour 
driven by narrow individual, team and departmental objectives which focus 
attention on our part of the organisation rather than the whole, an approach 
that the business journalist Gillian Tett describes as “eat what you kill”. Indi-
viduals are rewarded so long as they meet their objectives and do not care, nor 
need to care, for the rest of business.5 The same can be true within and between 
communities; in fact, silos are just tribes by another name, the natural human 
inclination to associate with those who are near us and like us and exclude 
those who are not. This is a classic case of “them” and “us”, with the strong ties 
that drive effciency working against the weak links that could provide access 
to other sources of information, ideas and ways of doing things that drive col-
laboration and ultimately greater effectiveness. 

Influence 

To dig a little deeper, it is helpful to describe personal power as infuence, in 
the sense that personal power is the ability to persuade people to act other than 
through recourse to positional power and authority, although, as we have said, 
it may be an adjunct to it. As we made clear in the introduction to this section, 
your authority to lead comes initially from having something to say that is 
worth listening to. To be persuaded, people need to understand and agree with 
what you have to say, believe it provides an answer to the problem at hand and 
ideally answers an individual need of their own. With those needs satisfed they 
are more inclined to move with you in your intended direction. 

Broadly, there are two routes to persuasion. One engages the conscious 
mind and deals with logic and facts and the other engages the subconscious, 
which is more affected by the emotional feel for a situation or person and ap-
peals at a more intuitive level. What you may fnd surprising is that while 
the two approaches generally work in tandem, repeated studies have shown 
that it is the subconscious (emotional) element that is the primary driver for 
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decision-making or being persuaded. Logic is still important, but rather as after 
the fact validation of a decision that has already been made intuitively. And 
that has not changed for at least two and half millennia. 

In the 4th century bc Aristotle, the Ancient Greek philosopher and polymath, 
argued that to be persuaded by a speaker an audience required three types of 
proof: ethos, logos and pathos. Ethos referred to the speaker’s reputation, their 
credibility or trustworthiness and their character. Logos to whether what the 
speaker was saying or suggesting made sense – was it logical, rational and did 
it make use of concrete and believable facts. And fnally, pathos, the emotions 
felt by the audience, whether they empathised with the speaker or not. 

Ethos is a fundamental starting point. As Cuddy identifed, trust occurs between 
people when there is a frm belief in the reliability, truth and ability of someone. A 
positive reputation, borne of friends or trusted colleagues in common, helps conver-
sations take on a different tone, it provides vicarious experience of your trustwor-
thiness and makes the person to be persuaded more receptive to your suggestions. 

Logos is what most of us assume drives a good argument. A sound premise fol-
lowed by logical steps of cause and effect leading to a reasoned and evidence-
backed conclusion. If only it were that simple. Some of our beliefs, and not just 
those about religion, rest on faith with little regard for logic or evidence. Oth-
ers are so riddled with bias to make little sense at all. Consider, for example, 
confrmation bias, which we discussed in relation to refective practice and is 
our propensity to favour information, whether true or not, which confrms our 
pre-existing beliefs. Insider Bias is another and describes our in-built distrust of 
strangers and the greater likelihood that we will listen to those we regard as one 
of “us”, our in-group (with whom we share strong ties), rather than “them”, a 
potentially hazardous member of an out-group. 

But it is Pathos or empathy that is at the heart of most successful relationships. 
Only when we are comfortable with the person delivering the message, coloured 
by their reputation (ethos) and how they make us feel (pathos), do we evaluate 
the “logic” of what they are saying. From the leader’s perspective, pathos is the 
ability to identify and understand other people’s feelings, ideas and situation. 
It is the next best thing to extra sensory perception and reading their minds. 
Nowadays, empathetic people are often referred to as having “emotional intel-
ligence”, a phrase popularised by the work of Daniel Goleman.6 It describes an 
ability to put yourself on a similar wavelength to other people, to “walk in their 
shoes” and consequently know what to say and how to say it. 

Examples of psychological infuence can be found in the work of Robert Ciald-
ini.7 Based on a range of social psychology experiments and extensive partici-
pant observation of compliance professionals, such as advertisers, salesmen and 
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charity fund-raisers, Cialdini identifed that the majority of tactics employed by 
compliance professionals fall into six broad categories, four of which apply in 
social networks: reciprocation, the tendency for people to return a favour; com-
mitment and consistency, the tendency for people to repeat previous behaviour; 
social proof, the tendency for people to behave as they see others behaving; and 
likeability, that people are more easily persuaded by those whom they like. 

Reciprocation is the action of responding to a gesture, action or emotion with 
a corresponding one. In other words, one person tries to repay in kind what an-
other person has provided, often regardless of its perceived value or desirability. 
Charitable organisations rely on the principle of reciprocation to help enhance 
their fund-raising. Cialdini used the Disabled American Veterans organisation 
as an example, but the same technique will no doubt be familiar to us all. The 
Veterans Association used a carefully written fund-raising letter to elicit an 
18% positive response rate to its appeals. However, when the group started 
enclosing a small gift in the envelope with the letter, the positive response rate 
increased signifcantly to 35%. The small gift they included, some personalised 
address labels, had minimal monetary value, but made a signifcant difference 
to the positive response rate. People reciprocated with a gift of their own. 

Consistency is a human impulse to do what we have previously done and our 
preference for consistency can be so strong that we automatically revert to 
previous behaviour even when it is not necessarily the most pragmatic ap-
proach for a given situation. This desire for consistency is twofold. It is valued 
by society, because it is stable and reliable and for the individual it is a broadly 
benefcial approach to everyday life. If a behaviour works in most situations it 
gives us a shortcut mechanism for coping with the complexity of everyday life, 
providing a rule of thumb or heuristic. From a sales perspective, the compliance 
mechanism is known as the “foot-in-the-door technique”. Everyday examples, 
which again you will be familiar with, include subscriptions where a special 
introductory rate is offered for three months, to hook the customer, after which 
time the cost reverts to the full subscription rate. For most people it’s easier and 
less hassle to just be consistent and keep paying. 

Social Proof hinges on the fact that behaviour is often seen as correct in a 
given situation based upon the degree that we see others performing it. It is 
supported by the intuitive belief that if we act in accordance with the social 
evidence of what we see other people doing we will likely make fewer mistakes 
than if we act against it. It is another behaviour shortcut that can vastly reduce 
the amount of time we have to spend processing information before we act and 
helps us avoid possible social embarrassment. Cialdini offers the example of 
bartenders, who seed their tip jars with dollar bills at the beginning of a night 
to indicate that tipping with dollar bills rather than lower denominational 
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coins is the accepted social practice. The same is true of buskers on city streets, 
seeding their hat or instrument case with coins and notes to indicate that oth-
ers thought their playing worthy of reward. The subtle shift in language that 
infers social proof can be powerful. Rewording public litter notices from “No 
Litter” to “Take Your Litter home; Others Do” has shown signifcant results. 

Likeability relies on the simple premise that we more readily comply with a 
request made by someone we like, which Cialdini suggests derives from four 
things: similarity, physical attractiveness, offering praise and compliments 
and repeated positive contact. We described similarity when we discussed the 
tendency for homophily in social networks for “birds of a feather to fock to-
gether”, whether it be similar opinions, way of life, culture, personality traits 
or social circumstances. Our natural response to physical attractiveness is of-
ten described in terms of the “halo effect”, where the positive characteristic 
of good looks leads us to assume that attractive people will also be intelligent 
and competent.8 Cialdini found evidence that people who are perceived as 
being attractive are better at changing other’s views and securing what they 
request. Ever seen an attractive person advertising a particular product? Of 
course you have. 

Compliments also help. Most people like praise, it makes us feel good. Even 
a relatively small compliment, such as recalling someone’s name, can have a 
signifcant effect in terms of compliance with a request, ask any salesman. And 
repeated contact or exposure is also important, again the network effects we 
described as propinquity and contagion. Cialdini shows that the more times we 
are exposed to a given product by means of an online banner advertisement, 
the greater our liking for the product being advertised, and this holds true even 
if we have no conscious recollection of having seen the advertisement. Ciald-
ini adds that contact is more powerful if it takes place under positive circum-
stances, which will enhance the liking mechanism. An observation supported 
by the “Contact Hypothesis”, which argues that a major cause of confict is ig-
norance about the “other” and can be reduced by bringing the conficting sides 
together in a conducive and positive atmosphere, one where power is equally 
balanced and is in pursuit of a shared objective,9 a point well worth noting if 
you are trying to develop weak ties between teams and departments. 

So, if positional power is infuence and the object of infuence is to persuade 
people to change their behaviour and follow your lead, we now need to under-
stand what is meant by behaviour and how it changes. The key point to note is 
that while ethos, pathos and logos are the building blocks of a persuasive pres-
entation or speech and may well lead to a change in what the audience thinks 
or feels, it will not necessarily lead to a change in their behaviour, because 
there is a difference between the intention to act and the act itself. 
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Behaviour 

Human behaviour is shaped by two systems. A systematic process using reason 
and logic and a more common rule of thumb or heuristic approach based upon 
intuition and emotion.10 The downside of the latter is that it can lead us to dis-
regard contradictory information, favour our in-group, form false judgements 
and over- or underestimate our own abilities. However, it is worth pausing to 
consider how important this type of thinking is. It is vital because it allows us to 
deal with huge amounts of information and act, for the most part successfully, 
in a complex world. 

Psychologists have identifed a variety of ways in which humans depart from ra-
tionality, describing these deviations as biases or signs of human failure. How-
ever, many of the characteristics of human reasoning which are described as 
biases are in fact adaptive and have been benefcial to human success. As John 
Kay and Mervyn King observe: 

Coping with uncertainty in all its dimensions has been an important part 
of human evolution. Over thousands of years of radical uncertainty humans 
have learnt many coping strategies and developed a capacity to make deci-
sions in the face of imperfect knowledge of worlds they encounter for the 
frst time and may never encounter again. To cope with the world as it is, 
we have developed thought processes to deal with problems that are ill de-
fned, ambiguous and radically uncertain. Human minds approach problems 
in ways that are markedly different from those of computers. In particu-
lar, whereas computers are effcient in solving well-defned puzzles, human 
excel at fnding ways to cope with open-ended mysteries.11 

The idea that our intelligence is defective has been reinforced by the rise of 
computers, but the observation that we are inferior to them in solving certain 
kinds of routine mathematical puzzles fails to recognise that few real-world 
problems, wicked problems, have the character of mathematical puzzles. The 
assertion that our cognition is defective by virtue of systematic biases is im-
plausible in the light of the evolutionary origins of that cognitive ability. If it 
were adaptive to be like computers, then we would have evolved to be more 
like computers than we are.12 Humans have evolved to cope with complex 
problems and consequently our brains are not like computers but are adaptive 
mechanisms for making connections and seeing patterns. Good human deci-
sions are often a leap of imagination rather than the result of linear reasoning. 

Computers can perform calculations far more accurately and more quickly than 
humans and the success of an artifcial intelligence (AI) programme in defeat-
ing the reigning champion of Go has led some to believe that eventually all 
mysteries will become soluble puzzles. But AI’s success was possible because, 
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although immensely complex, Go is defned by its rules. The success of AI is 
based on its ability to train itself very quickly by engaging in more games than 
a human could in a lifetime. Problems faced by humans in the real world are 
altogether different and our responses are the product of evolutionary reason-
ing and behaviour. 

To help understand behaviour, we use a model adapted from the Theory of Rea-
soned Action (TRA)13 and the Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB).14 The 
TRA is a cognitive theory concerning the decision to engage in a particular 
behaviour, which was designed to help understand the motivation behind risky 
or unhealthy addictive behaviours, such as alcoholism and gambling, and how 
to change them. The TPB was a later refnement of the TRA. According to 
both theories, an individual’s decision to engage in a behaviour can be directly 
predicted by their intention to engage in that behaviour, which, in turn, is a 
function of their personal attitude towards the behaviour (how desirable or val-
uable it seems) and social norms (what they think the attitudes of signifcant 
others are and what other people are actually doing). To which we have added 
the infuence of the prevailing environment, the actual ability of the individual 
to perform the behaviour, whether they think they can do it, their level of self-
effcacy and whether they believe it to be worth their effort (Figure 4.1). 

Looking at our adapted model above, we can see that an individual’s decision 
to engage in a particular behaviour is directly related to their intention to en-
gage, fve factors permitting: the environment, whether it is permissive or not; 
the ability of the individual to perform the behaviour, whether they have the 
skills, aptitude and capacity; the personal attitude of the individual towards the 
behaviour, whether it is valued or not; self-effcacy, the degree to which the in-
dividual thinks they can do the behaviour and is it worth their effort; and social 
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Figure 4.1 A Model of Human Behaviour. 
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norms, what are others doing, are they engaging in the behaviour or intending 
to do so (Cialdini’s social proof)? 

Personal attitude, self-effcacy and social norms are, in turn, a consequence of 
multi-faceted genetic and environmental factors acting upon each individual, 
including but not limited to: personality, the combination of characteristics or 
qualities that form an individual’s distinctive character; emotions, an individual’s 
propensity for joy, sadness, anger or fear, trust or distrust and surprise or antici-
pation; experience, the knowledge, skills and attitudes that individual’s get from 
doing, seeing or feeling things; culture, the ideas, customs and social behaviour of 
a particular organisation or society of which the individual is a part; values, the 
principles or standards of behaviour that one judges to be important in life; and 
beliefs, what an individual accepts to be true or to exist, with or without proof. 

Let’s take a recent example: working from home (WFH). We had been talking 
about remote working, virtual teams and WFH for years before the Covid-19 
crisis. It was something that a few progressive frms said and meant, but for most 
offce-bound businesses there was only grudging approval, both from managers 
and fellow colleagues. WFH was normally dismissed as an opportunity to skive, 
the technology would be too expensive, it would be an administrative night-
mare, or we couldn’t survive without face-to-face collaboration and so on. And 
yet we did it, mainly because we had to. 

From a behavioural perspective, the intention to WFH was there, but the be-
haviour was lacking in most cases. The frst thing that happened to alter that 
was that the environment changed, Covid-19 happened and forced many busi-
nesses to change the way they worked. In those circumstances, organisational 
survival meant they had to quickly overcome the technical diffculties and 
make it possible to work from home. From an individual perspective, people 
valued this behaviour because it allowed them, where possible, to keep their 
job and continue working. Some people may have been sceptical of their tech-
nical ability and the ability of the technology to deliver effective collaborative 
working, but the rewards were huge if they could get it right. Finally, people 
followed the herd, and the social proof was that increasing numbers of people 
and businesses were making the transition. It may have been bumpy for some, 
but effciency and effectiveness improved over time. 

The question now becomes how or to what extent will people’s behaviour stay 
changed in the post-lockdown world? You have the advantage over us there, as 
at the time of writing we simply didn’t know. But the evidence suggests that it 
won’t go back entirely to the way it was. 

To summarise so far. Leadership depends upon the possession of power, but not 
simply the power to command because of your position or rank (although that 
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can certainly help). Instead, it rests upon the possession of personal attributes 
and competence that persuades others to follow you because of who you are, 
what you say and what they believe you can achieve. And in the frst instance 
that means you must get their attention, by having something to say that is 
worth listening to. 
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Personal Manifesto 

The word “Manifesto” comes from the Latin manifest, which means to make 
visible or to reveal. Party political manifestos are the most widely known, but 
there are far more inspiring examples. One of the most famous is The Com-
munist Manifesto by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, but others include the 
Sermon on the Mount, the United States Declaration of Independence and 
speeches such as Churchill’s “Blood, Toil, Tears, and Sweat” and Martin Luther 
King’s “I Have a Dream”. Because of their power to provoke change, manifestos 
are often embraced by revolutionaries and politicians, but they work in any 
setting and you don’t have to be Karl Marx to write a manifesto.1 

A personal manifesto is a statement of your ideals and principles; most dic-
tionaries defne it as a public declaration of intent. Your intent is what you are 
setting out to achieve. It is your aim or purpose. It may be a goal, a vision, a 
mission, an outcome, a plan or a design. A declaration is an announcement or 
proclamation that tells people about this intent, what you will do or create for 
the future, from the extremely mundane (I’m going to bed, I’m going to have 
a coffee or I’m going to call the boss) to the exceptional, such as the examples 
listed above. In linguistic terms a declaration is the opposite of a description. 
When we describe things, we merely defne how it appears to us. Declarations 
are not descriptive; they are creative and describe future action. Finally, public, 
which is the opposite of private, and (no surprise) means going public with it. 
Making your declaration available to others rather than keeping it to yourself. 

Simply put, a manifesto outlines what you want to achieve and it is shared 
publicly. 

It is both a statement of ideals and principles but also a bold, even rebellious, 
call to action. It creates the future, a future you desire, and it does this by caus-
ing people to evaluate the gap between those principles and the current reality, 
it challenges assumptions, fosters commitment and provokes change. 
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Ed Catmull has an interesting take on this in describing reactions to his friend, 
the late Steve Jobs, and the reality distortion that people often accused him off 
or applauded him for.2 Some people, Catmull writes, after listening to Steve, 
would feel they had reached a new level of insight, only to fnd they couldn’t 
reconstruct the steps in his reasoning, and the insight would then evaporate 
leaving them bemused, feeling as though they had been led down the garden 
path, hence reality distortion. It labelled him as either a fantasist, unable to ac-
cept the rules of the world, or as a visionary. But for Catmull, there is a different 
meaning of reality distortion, which stems from his belief that: 

our decisions and actions have consequences and that those consequences 
shape our future. Our actions shape our reality. Our intentions matter. 
Most people believe that their actions have consequences but don’t think 
through the implications of that belief. But Steve did. He believed, as I do, 
that it is precisely by acting on our intentions and staying true to our values 
that we change the world. 

The diffculty of course is that proclaiming your manifesto can look dangerously 
like self-promotion – egotistical, arrogant and selfsh (Steve Jobs is, arguably, a 
good example) – and we are not suggesting that you nail your manifesto to the 
front door of your organisation (glass doors aside) like some latter-day Martin 
Luther evangelising for religious reformation. But if you honestly believe that 
you have something to say that is worth listening to, then it cannot and should 
not stay hidden. By promoting themselves for the right reasons, using well-
chosen words, backed by congruent action, Network Leaders can cut through 
the plethora of information that continually bombards us. In the hands of a 
network leader, self-promotion isn’t just a tool to advance one’s own career, but 
an opportunity for everyone to make their skills and ideas more visible across 
organisations, enhancing collaboration and therefore driving productivity. 

Convening a gathering of people and getting them to listen is of course easier 
for those who already hold position or rank. It also helps if your ethos precedes 
you. A reputation for competence and integrity will also likely get you heard. 
But there are other infuential strategies that will get you noticed, strategies 
that require no formal or positional authority and will build your reputation. 
The frst is to craft your personal manifesto into a compelling story. 

Leading with Stories 

Reality, as we have discussed, is socially constructed. It is formulated from our 
shared mental models and allows effective leaders to establish a common tie or 
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bond with their followers by helping them make sense of the world. Human be-
ings have a need to make sense of things and give their lives meaning. Meaning 
clarifes the way things are and the way they ought to be. And one of the best 
ways to do this is by telling simple, but effective stories. Stories that support or 
confound our current mental models, but ultimately provide a clear guide to 
the way ahead. 

We are storytelling animals. So while facts inform and logical argument per-
suades, it is stories that inspire and move people to action. Stories appeal to 
the individual by providing better self-understanding; to the group by provid-
ing better collective understanding; and both provide values and meaning as 
the basis for action. Good stories reduce the complex to the simple and allow 
people to reach a point of realisation much quicker, which is often the point 
of fables, fairy tales and parables. They go beyond describing facts and assump-
tions and instead provide a plot, a moral and a point of view. As the poet and 
novelist Ben Okri observed: 

Stories are the secret reservoir of values: change the stories that individuals 
or nations live by and tell themselves and you change the individuals and 
nations.3 

Our sense of identity changes when we change the story we tell ourselves about 
ourselves. Organisations, groups and communities change when the stories be-
tween people change. Our view and experience of the world change as we ques-
tion the prevailing meta-narratives and imagine new possibilities. And a leader 
is someone who signifcantly affects the thoughts, feelings and behaviours of 
a signifcant number of individuals. Leaders set out to alter the minds of their 
audiences, and as humans we like clear, simple statements and explanations.4 

For Howard Gardner, developmental psychologist and Research Professor of 
Cognition and Education at the Harvard Graduate School of Education, stories 
are key to leadership. In Leading Minds: An Anatomy of Leadership,5 he set out 
to create a cognitive framework for all that had been learned about leadership 
and brought it to life with the mini biographies of 11 20th-century leaders, be-
ginning with Margaret Mead and ending with Mahatma Gandhi. In his view: 

The ultimate impact of the leader depends most signifcantly on the particu-
lar story that he or she relates or embodies and the receptions to that story 
on the part of audiences (or collaborators or followers) … what links the 
eleven individuals … is the fact that they arrived at a story that worked for 
them and, ultimately for others as well. They told stories about themselves 
and their groups, about where they were coming from and where they were 
headed, about what was to be feared, struggled against, and dreamed about. 
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Gardner’s insights are reinforced by Social Identity Theory (SIT), which sug-
gests that we place people in categories that are either favourable, because they 
support our own identity, or unfavourable, because they are deemed to be dif-
ferent from us. Once categorized we constitute differences within the in-group 
(us) as smaller than those between the in-group and the out-group (them). 
This produces negative stereotypes of those in the out-group and positive pro-
totypes of those who emulate the social identity of our in-group. 

Prototypes exemplify what members have in common and what makes them 
different. And those who most closely resemble the prototype are likely to have 
the most infuence and therefore be leaders, and they will remain as leaders so 
long as the conditions don’t change because different conditions require dif-
ferent prototypes. Winston Churchill was seen as a dangerous maverick in the 
1930s, but the classic prototype of the stoic British bulldog during the Second 
World War. In the immediate post-war period a more congenial and inclusive 
leader was required. 

For Gardner, effective leadership is about accentuating the prototype, to be 
more like us; seeking out and removing in-group deviants; demonizing the out-
group; and standing up for the in-group. And this is often what people mean 
by charisma. It is not a characteristic for all time but is born of a particular 
context and circumstance. Charisma exists not in an individual, but in an in-
teraction between the individual, their audience and the situation – no con-
nection, no charisma. Hitler’s hatred of the Jews, his belief that all Germany’s 
problems stemmed from them, and his vision of how to lead Germany out of 
misery struck a chord with his audience, it was what many Germans at that 
time wanted to hear. 

Conducting infuence operations in Afghanistan, trying to convince people to 
support the international community’s efforts, James was advised to think of it 
like making a movie. In the frst place, you decide what movie to make. What 
effect do you want to have on the audience, the emotions you wish to elicit? 
Then you decide how to achieve this effect, what themes, messages or chan-
nels of communication will be most effective. Then, you produce the movie 
using all assets at your disposal – ideas, experiences, stories you have read or 
heard before, always bearing in mind your audience and the effect you want to 
achieve. Finally, you measure and evaluate the effect – how did you do at the 
box offce – and use the information to adjust your story.6 

In organisational terms, Tichy and Cohen describe it as the leader’s story.7 In 
their view, the best way to create leaders at all levels is to have leaders develop 
leaders, passing on their own experience through compelling stories and their 
“Teachable Point of View” (TPOV), which is the leader’s opinion on what 
it takes to succeed in the business and what it takes to lead people. Leaders, 
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therefore, need to develop organisation-oriented stories that explain their 
learning experiences and beliefs; describe their vision of the future; and how to 
get there in order to make the case for change. The stories can be personal or 
professional, born of experience or heard from others, but in constructing them 
leaders should consider fve critical aspects: 

1. Idea: the vision, mission and purpose of the organisation. 
2. Values: a shared understanding of how to act in pursuit of the idea. 
3. Edge: leadership is about making tough yes/no decisions. Don’t waffe, 

don’t wobble and learn to make decisions with imperfect data. 
4. Energy: leaders are motivated and they motivate others. 
5. Emotion: leaders have vision, passion and authenticity (as well as empathy 

and sincerity). 

Beware, however, that stories are, by their very nature, set within certain 
boundaries: temporal, spatial, cultural and organisational. The stories or 
mental models, upheld by each culture, defne a landscape of behaviour and 
thinking as “normal” or “common sense”. And we need only think of some 
of humanities’ biggest stories to know how bound they are to time and place. 
The Ptolemaic “earth-centric” view of the universe was challenged and then 
overturned during the Enlightenment and replaced by the “heliocentric” view. 
In turn, ideas of growth and continual progress, born of the Enlightenment, 
are now challenged by those who believe there must be a limit to progress and 
the capacity of the earth to sustain us. More recently, the story of careers for 
life has been confronted by portfolio work and the gig economy, just as the 
impossibilities of large scale working from home has been challenged by the 
realities of Covid-19. In short, people will more easily adapt their behaviour if 
it accords with their view of the world. If they don’t then it doesn’t matter how 
rational and persuasive the argument. People choose between stories and we 
do it all the time. 

Stories are a specifc instance designed to illustrate a more general principle. 
They have the advantage of being more easily understood, because they are 
based upon reality and tend to be presented in everyday language that makes 
them immediately intelligible. They are also able to catch the unique features 
of a situation that hold the key to its understanding and therefore provide 
insights into similar situations and cases. However, they are not easily open to 
cross-checking, leaving the storyteller open to accusations of being selective, 
biased, personal and subjective, which, in turn, raise questions of validity and 
reliability. And they may not be generalizable to other situations. However, 
while accepting these criticisms, we take the view that relatability is more 
important than generalisability. An important criterion for judging the merit 



   

 
  

  

 

 
       
    
   
   

  

   

148 Convening Power  

of a story is the extent to which the details are suffcient and appropriate for 
someone working in a similar situation to relate to it. In other words, the story 
should be relatable in a way that will enable members of similar groups to rec-
ognise problems and see ways of solving similar problems in their own context. 

We will return to validity and the ethics of leadership in a moment, but for 
now it is enough to understand that to establish a positive relationship with 
those you wish to lead it is important to display competence and integrity and 
to tell simple, but effective stories, to align them to your personal manifesto, 
which is a declaration of intent made public through your words and deeds. It 
lives in what you say and what you do. If it is worth listening to, people will 
listen. If they think it is worth doing, they will follow you. But this does not 
make it right. People have done and still do terrible things in emulation and 
adulation of their leaders. Leadership has a moral component. It must be done 
for the beneft of others, not simply for self-aggrandisement, and it should aim 
to unite, not divide. 

Leaders do well to remember the words of Immanuel Kant, “Always recognise 
that human individuals are ends, and do not use them as means to your end”. 
And this takes us into the realms of organisational politics, ethics and trust. 

Notes 

1 Many businesses have also been inspired by the Agile Manifesto, which was devel-
oped by a group of rebellious software developers, who shared ideas for improving 
the traditional “waterfall” approach to design and development processes, in favour 
of processes that enabled faster response times in volatility, uncertainty, complexity 
and ambiguity (VUCA) environments. 

2 Catmull, E. (2014). Creativity Inc. London: Bantam Press, pp. 310–1. 
3 Okri, B. (1998). A Way of Being Free. London: Phoenix, p. 112. 
4 Mead, G. (2014). Telling the Story. London: John Wiley & Sons Ltd. 
5 Gardner, H. (1995). Leading Minds: An Anatomy of Leadership. New York: Basic 

Books. 
6 The diffculty of course was that the international community were competing for 

the Afghan’s attention with the Taliban, native Afghans, who were much better 
storytellers because they intuitively understood Afghanistan and its people. They 
understood the prototype. 

7 Noel, M. and Tichy, N.M. (2007). The Leadership Engine: How Winning Companies 
Build Leaders at Every Level. New York: Harper Business. 
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Politics, Ethics and Trust 

New employees are normally given a physical or electronic handbook or wel-
come pack detailing organisational procedures, processes and the hierarchy of 
names, contact numbers and locations with which they need to be familiar. But 
if the new employee asked for advice on how to succeed in the business, there 
would probably be no mention of this handbook. Instead, if information were 
forthcoming at all, it would focus on what they must do, what they must not 
do and what they can get away with; a verbal map of the organisation’s social 
jungle, the relationships and the alliances, who was trustworthy and who had 
power. In short, organisational politics. But politics in organisations is often a 
dirty word. 

Politics conjures images of self-serving individuals, closed doors and backroom 
deals. Nor does it appear on the curricula of most MBA programmes. Never-
theless, it is the rock on which countless careers founder. Like it or not, poli-
tics is integral to any human group. As Winston Churchill observed, “When 
you mix people and power you get politics”. You may have no interest in or-
ganisational politics, but be under no illusion; it has an interest in you. It is 
simply naïve to think you can bury your head in the sand and avoid organisa-
tional politics. Ibarra and Hunter argue that political understanding is what 
differentiates leaders as they make the transition from functional to general 
management: 

The ability to fgure out where to go and to enlist the people and groups 
necessary to get there. Recruiting stakeholders, lining up allies and sym-
pathizers, diagnosing the political landscape, and brokering conversations 
among unconnected parties are all part of a leader’s job. As they step up to 
the leadership transition, some managers accept their growing dependence 
on others and seek to transform it into mutual infuence. Others dismiss 
such work as “political” and, as a result, undermine their ability to advance 
their goals.1 
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It may also be naïve to believe that you don’t already do politics. So, let’s be 
clear. Politics is the process of mediating between alternative goals and desires 
and the subsequent allocation of scarce resources to those competing objec-
tives. It’s how stuff gets done in human groups. People, whoever and wherever 
they are, have a predisposition to pursue their goals and desires based upon 
their views, values and beliefs, which, in turn, lead them to act in certain ways. 
Interests, for example, can be task interests, the work one must do; career inter-
ests, those beyond the job, which introduce private preferences and aspirations; 
and extramural interests, which shape attitudes to job, career, family, etc. Con-
fict arises whenever views, values and interests collide, and power – positional 
and personal – is the means through which conficts are ultimately resolved. 

Choices between values, views and interests must be made and such choices 
can only occur in one place: the political arena. It is there that their relative 
importance can be decided by the relative power brought to bear on their be-
half. It is only in the political arena that the distribution of power can decide 
matters that the distribution of fact and insight cannot. A leader must there-
fore be able to analyse values, views and interests; understand conficts; and 
negotiate power relations in order to reconcile divergent interests and achieve 
their objectives with them or despite of them. And the adept leader will go one 
step further, using confict as an energising force to challenge groupthink and 
prevent complacency. 

An understanding of politics, like that of social networks, explodes the myth of 
organisational rationality and recognises the constructive role that confict and 
relationships can play. It helps us understand how to mitigate and/or harness 
private views, values and interests. The danger is that it may give a Machia-
vellian interpretation to our actions. Infuencing the behaviour of others can 
sound manipulative, breeding mistrust and decreasing the scope for coopera-
tion and collaboration, thereby losing sight of politics as a constructive force, 
which, to be honest, is a bit unfair on Machiavelli. 

Machiavelli 

Niccolò di Bernardo dei Machiavelli was an Italian diplomat, philosopher and 
writer, best known for his book The Prince written in 1513. Despite his repu-
tation for cunning and duplicity, he had a lot of sensible things to say about 
leadership and, we believe, would intuitively understand network leadership. 
He was one of the frst writers to consider a world where the natural order 
might not be set down by God, but by unchanging human nature. He was also 
one of the frst to consider power and how it should be used and retained in 
a functional rather than a utopian way. Yet, in Britain, he has always been a 
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symbol of villainy, representing calculating evil in the plays of both Marlowe 
and Shakespeare. 

In fact, what Machiavelli wanted was to advise a ruler how to acquire and then 
hang onto a princedom, and he thought the best source of information for this 
was twofold: shrewd observation of contemporary reality and wisdom from the 
past, principally gleaned from the great minds of antiquity. He was particularly 
fascinated by the Roman Republic and its historians, which was the subject 
of his less well-known book The Discourses on the First Ten Books of Titus Livy. 

Machiavelli counselled leaders to seize the moment. A great leader must have 
the courage and instincts to grasp opportunities when they appear. He recog-
nised that great leaders do sometimes beneft from good fortune, but it is by 
their own merit that they recognise and exploit these opportunities. He ad-
vised them to master both the big picture and the detail. A leader, he argued, 
must be able to set out a grand vision but at the same time master the detail 
for execution. Strong leaders engage with others knowing what they want the 
outcome to be and have a sense of direction. But he also warned that a prince, 
especially a new prince, “should have a fexible disposition, varying as fortune 
and circumstances dictate”.2 

Fundamentally, he took a dim view of human nature. He did not think that the 
rules of personal morality could be applied to governing a country, because men 
in general are not good. He believed that the end justifed the means, and the 
end was a stable government, because only then can laws be respected and life 
enjoyed. Leaders, he believed, were repeatedly faced with a choice between the 
lesser of two evils, and what interested him was not what was right or wrong, 
but what worked. As he observed in The Prince: “In the actions of all men, and 
especially of princes, where there is no court of appeal, one judges by results”.3 

Here, however, we diverge from Machiavelli. In our opinion, the ends do not 
justify the means. An act is not moral and virtuous just because it achieves 
a moral and virtuous objective. Aims, objectives and the tactics to achieve 
them can and should change, but a leader’s methods should always be morally 
virtuous. 

Ethics and Morality 

For some, ethics is synonymous with morality. So, for example, the aim of eth-
ics education would be to develop morally upright persons through the instil-
lation of certain key qualities or dispositions of character. Others, however, 
disagree and consider ethics to be somewhat distinct from general morality and 
should more properly be understood as relating to a given profession. In this 
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case, the focus of ethics education would shift from character development to 
creating an understanding of the purpose and methods of a profession and the 
values which underpin it, such as in the legal, medical and military professions, 
all of which have codes of accepted practice. Complicating matters, however, 
some prefer to speak of ethos rather than ethics, the intangible tone, spirit or 
culture, which guides the behaviour of members in particular organisations, 
institutions or communities. 

This is not the place to evaluate whether ethics should apply singly or collec-
tively to individuals, professions, roles or organisations. Nor are we here to pre-
scribe an ethical template for network leaders, with a list of virtues or values. 
Objectively speaking, ethics is a matter for personal interpretation when con-
sidering how one responds to events. All leaders will bring with them the ethi-
cal insights of their upbringing, their culture and their generation, and answers 
to moral questions are rarely clear-cut. Primarily, we do not wish to cast doubt 
over how to articulate and codify ethical values that are, we believe, intuitively 
well understood, albeit easier to identify by their absence than their presence. 

In our view, leaders are moral agents, who must recognise their responsibility 
to act with integrity: a commitment to honesty and a willingness to do what 
is right, abstaining from cheating, lying or stealing. It is the practice of being 
honest, but it also describes a state of being, whole and undivided, of acting 
with consistency. A consistent and uncompromising adherence to strong moral 
and ethical principles and values, which in turn implies the capacity and will 
to think deeply about morality and ethics. To understand the issues involved in 
a meaningful way and then act. 

Furthermore, at the heart of ethics is morale courage, the courage to do what 
one believes is right but hard in the face of pressure to do that which is easier 
but wrong. It is the ability to transcend the group, which, taken to its logical 
conclusion, means accepting that on occasion leaders may wish to disobey or 
withdraw entirely from a project or organisation. We do not wish to encourage 
destructive activity, our hope is for constructive politics, but if we are serious 
about ethics we must accept that it implies encouraging unlimited criticality in 
ourselves and in those we lead. After all, the purpose of moral virtue is to build 
trust and while the absolute ideals of integrity and morale courage may be out 
of reach to imperfect humanity, it is something to which we should all aspire. 

Trust 

Trust and the principled use of power are at the heart of leadership and cen-
tral to organisational and community health, and it is key to effective actor-
networks. Trust is the confdence among people that their peer’s intentions 
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are good and there is no need to be protective or careful around them. In an 
organisational setting, teams that trust are comfortable being vulnerable with 
one another in the conviction that their respective vulnerabilities will not be 
used against them, that is, weaknesses, skill defciencies, interpersonal short-
comings, mistakes and requests for help. It is only when members feel truly 
comfortable with one another that they can focus their energy and attention 
on the task at hand rather than being disingenuous or destructively political 
with one another. 

Like the familiar rhyming proverb “For Want of a Nail”, absence of trust goes 
something like this. In the absence of trust there is a fear of honest dialogue; 
through fear of honest dialogue there is a lack of commitment to decisions; 
through lack of commitment to decisions there is avoidance of accountabil-
ity; and through avoidance of accountability there is inattention to results. 
In short, why should I care what happens if I didn’t agree in the frst place 
(although I may not have said anything out of a lack of morale courage). 

Teams without trust conceal their weaknesses and mistakes from one another, 
hesitate to ask for help or provide constructive feedback, hesitate to offer help 
outside their own area of responsibility, jump to conclusions about the inten-
tions and aptitudes of others, fail to recognise and tap into one another’s skills 
and experiences and fnd reasons to avoid spending more time together. Suffce 
to say, communication, advice and the sharing of ideas will be severely compro-
mised without a foundation of trust. 

In contrast, trusting teams admit weaknesses and mistakes, ask for help, accept 
questions and input about their areas of responsibility, give one another the 
beneft of the doubt, take risks in offering feedback and assistance, appreciate 
and tap into one another’s skills and experiences, focus time and energy on 
tasks, not offce politics, and look forward to meetings and other opportunities 
to work together as a team. However, building trust is not easy. It requires 
shared experiences over time, multiple instances of follow-through and credi-
bility and an in-depth understanding of the unique attributes and contribution 
of team members. But it is possible to accelerate the process and the role of the 
leader is critical. 

Building Trust 

When it comes to the development of trust and authority, purposeful conver-
sations are vital. Colonel Zinoviev Konstantin Provalov summed it very well: 

Authority is gained through the sum of daily conversations. One has to 
speak to soldiers. A soldier must know his task and understand it. Authority 
isn’t cheap; it is hard won. Everyone wants to live – including heroes. But 



 

 
 

  
 

 

154 Convening Power  

knowing that soldiers trust me, I know they will fulfl all my orders and risk 
their lives. 

Not a household name in Europe and America we admit. He was commander 
of the Soviet Union’s 383rd “Miners” Rife Division at the beginning of the 
Second World War and was awarded the honour “Hero of the Soviet Union” in 
the early battles of 1941. But his belief resonates with the later work of Richard 
Sennett, who in his book Together4 described “earned authority” as one side 
of a “social triangle”, the other sides being trust and cooperation, which he 
identifes as the key ingredients in successful organisations and communities. 

Sennett takes authority to be power endowed with legitimacy, with legitimacy 
defned as voluntary obedience. In war, this means that soldiers will follow 
orders to fght knowing that it may lead to their death, but this is an extreme 
example, and in civil society legitimacy is perhaps better framed in the sense 
of laws people obey because they seem right rather than simply because it’s the 
law. In organisations, therefore, the leadership test for legitimacy and thereby 
authority is: will your subordinates obey you even though they might get away 
with disobeying you? 

Like Provalov, Sennett argues that a leader earns legitimacy more through small 
behaviours and exchanges than any formal right or entitlement to rule. Earned 
authority comes from open dialogue with subordinates rather than formal po-
sition, technical competence and rigid dictation. And in our view, this means 
loosening the reins. It is the leader’s job to initiate trust between management 
and employees, and that entails gaining employees’ trust, but also conveying 
trust in them. As Ernest Hemingway observed, “The best way to fnd out if you 
can trust somebody is to trust them”. And you can do this by delegating tasks 
to them while being aware that giving up control also means expanding your 
tolerance for mistakes. If mistakes happen, instead of taking swift corrective 
action, show staff how they can learn and grow from them. 

Delegation is easier when you build trust by having conversations with your 
direct reports, by observing them doing their daily tasks and providing feed-
back. When it comes time to delegate a task, you’ll better understand your 
employees’ strengths and weaknesses and know who is ready to take on more 
responsibility and who needs more experience or coaching. This also helps you 
to determine whether a direct report is ready to be a manager. Leaders can also 
gauge their potential by assessing their interest in managing. Ask them what 
they believe management entails and what their approach would be in situa-
tions you are facing or have faced. Inquire about any experience they’ve had 
outside of work that could provide useful preparation. Have they captained a 
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sport’s team, for example, or been responsible for a group of volunteers? You can 
also seek out the opinions of their co-workers, who will have a unique perspec-
tive on whether the person is up to the task. 

People follow leaders they trust because they are viewed as credible; a leader’s 
credibility is like a bank account into which credibility is amassed over time 
through many small acts, ready to be drawn upon when the moment demands. 
The word credibility comes from the Latin credibilis, meaning “worthy to be 
believed”. It is also the root word behind credit as a trusted loan and creed as a 
set of beliefs. Jim Kouzes and Barry Posner in their seminal work on credibility 
noted that the components of credibility included being honest, competent, 
forward looking and inspiring.5 Break anyone of those components, and the 
credibility “bank account” goes into defcit and never recovers to its former 
balance. 

For authority to be legitimate, people who are asked to obey must also feel they 
have a voice – that if they speak up, they will be heard. Most companies rou-
tinely ask customers for feedback about their products and services, but asking 
employees the same questions is less common. This is a missed opportunity. So, 
in addition to asking your customers questions like “Was your problem solved”? 
and “Are we easy to work with”?, ask your employees “How did you solve the 
problem”? and “Was it easy to access the tools and resources you needed to do 
it”? And if not, why? 

Leaders encourage honesty through sharing their own mistakes and successes. 
This requires that you risk losing face in front of the team, but it will help you 
connect emotionally and encourage subordinates to take the same risks them-
selves. The leader must create an environment that doesn’t punish vulnerabil-
ity and mistakes but learns from them. Soliciting people’s opinions also has the 
added beneft of making people feel like they belong and fostering a sense of 
belonging can help reduce stress levels, which improves physical health, emo-
tional well-being and performance. Ask people’s opinion and follow up with 
questions so they feel truly heard. 

Building trust is essential to productivity and employee engagement but, as 
previously discussed, there is a fip side to this. Strong ties can also lead to a lack 
of new ideas, a failure to challenge poor ideas and unethical behaviour. Strong 
teams can become insular, distrusting the ideas of other teams, not wishing to 
engage with them or worse, competing rather than collaborating. And teams 
who enjoy a friendly and supportive atmosphere may be disinclined to criticise 
each other in case they rock the boat. Even strong and effective teams require 
leaders with the integrity and morale courage to challenge them, keep them 
straight and take them out of their comfort zone. 
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Connective Power 

Finally, we would like to add connection to the list of power dimensions. The 
ability to connect is often neglected as a measure of an individual’s importance 
and it is not unusual for the word “networking” (the pursuit of connections) 
to evoke an involuntary sense of aversion (rather like organisational politics), 
evoking images of sycophancy, manipulation and the vacuous exchange of busi-
ness cards. However, when pursued authentically, the art of connecting is one 
of the most valuable skills a leader can develop. Beyond your inner network, 
it is essential. A strong network provides social capital, which, as previously 
discussed, leverages the benefts of reciprocity, information fow, idea exchange 
and collective action. 

Some organisations invest heavily in senior leadership development and al-
most invariably visionary leadership is seen as a crucial leadership competency. 
However, in our experience, the positive impact of visionary leadership is of-
ten lost when little or no effort is made by senior leaders to connect and align 
middle- and lower-level managers with the vision. The reality is that strate-
gies are implemented not by CEOs and other top executives but by the many 
people who choose whether to take actions that support or undermine what 
top management wants to achieve. The mistake is to assume that managers 
charged with achieving the vision are themselves already aligned and moti-
vated to change. 

When middle and lower managers are aligned with the organisation’s vision, 
things play out much as the widespread view of visionary leadership would 
suggest: the whole organisation is motivated to change through a shared un-
derstanding of where they are now, why they need to transform and where they 
are headed. However, when managers are misaligned, visionary leadership fails. 
Misalignment creates confusion and uncertainty about what an organisation is 
trying to achieve, which, in turn, leads to disengagement, friction and wasted 
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effort. At best, departments continue to focus on current operational and tacti-
cal activities, things they understand and can get on with. At worst, it disrupts 
the entire organisation and nothing gets done. 

It is the same mistake made by some entrepreneurs, who build a product or 
service in isolation and wait for it to take off. Unfortunately, the “build it and 
they will come” strategy rarely works. The smartest entrepreneurs know that if 
you’re building something new, you also need to build a community of people 
excited about your vision, because it is they who will provide the most use-
ful feedback and help get the word out when your product or service hits the 
market. 

The problem of disconnect is made worse in organisations because most leaders 
learn to lead in roles or circumstances where they have clear authority, they 
have a budget, clear accountability and a team of people whose job it is to 
support them. The downside of this common leadership model is that it often 
causes managers and therefore organisations to operate in silos, with each team, 
division or department looking upwards and downwards but seldom sideways at 
issues that cross the verticals of the organisation. What organisations need are 
people, network leaders, who have the capacity to make the sum of the parts 
greater than the whole. Leaders who can make and sustain connections hori-
zontally and laterally in pursuit of shared goals. 

Network Leaders recognise this potential for disconnect and consequently in-
vest time and effort in creating strategic and operational alignment across or-
ganisations in support of the vision, in the same way that they create alignment 
around their own ideas and personal manifesto. For them, alignment starts 
even before strategy execution efforts have begun. Network Leaders develop 
relationships ahead of need and do not see them as one-time, fre and forget, 
communication but as a continual dialogue, in the belief that people will only 
follow your ideas and actions if they are continuously and consistently per-
suaded of their value. This is connective power, the ability to build relation-
ships and bring the pieces together. 

Connectors as Leaders 

Crucial roles are played by people who are connectors but not necessarily lead-
ers,1 but in our experience all good leaders are connectors. As we discussed in 
Part One, identifying the traits that make a great leader is diffcult. It’s tricky 
because there are very few traits that are universal to all leaders, but in our 
experience what they do have in common is the ability to connect with and 
motivate people towards a shared vision or aim. And the best the leaders bring 
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disparate groups of people together, not just because it is the moral thing to do 
but because it is also the sensible thing to do. 

Leaders who are least successful target a very narrow network of people “like 
them” and tend to be those who believe that life and business is a zero-sum 
game. They see value as fnite and guard their connections and knowledge be-
cause they think that value shared with others is value lost to them. Network 
leadership is about empowering others on the understanding that helping other 
people to succeed will not detract from your own success; on the contrary, it 
will increase your social capital and your ability to deploy it. 

In short, leader-connectors enable organisations to make greater collective 
impact; they create value by connecting people, ideas and resources. Value 
that might otherwise remain hidden or underutilised. They make connections 
because they recognise that the knowledge, skills and experience of any organ-
isation (what Pentland described as its social intelligence2) work synergistically 
and only reach its true potential when fully connected. They also recognise 
the importance of connecting with external stakeholders, systemically building 
relationships with the key players in their value chains to improve effciencies 
and align with changing environments and market dynamics. 

Connection can of course be imposed top-down by senior leadership. Top-
down connection works from the outside in, from the formal to the informal, 
either mandating system change, rewiring the hierarchy, or redesigning the 
formal organisational structure. But it can be costly, confusing and slow. And 
if it works against the grain of informal human connection, the new structure 
may create new problems of its own. An alternative is to take a more organic 
approach and rely upon connection through things such as shared workspaces, 
pan-organisational leadership courses and cross-functional teams. This is 
a more natural approach to relationship building, but (by its very nature) it 
leaves connection to chance. It is an optimistic jumbling of the pieces, hoping 
they will fnd and connect in new and fruitful ways. 

Network Leaders chart a middle course, working organically from the inside 
but in a more deliberate and strategic way. Like the top-down approach, they 
seek to identify who, how, where, when and to what end people should con-
nect, but they do so by working with the natural fow of existing informal net-
works. They don’t leave connections to chance, but they don’t impose them 
either. It is a bottom-up, peer-to-peer approach that relies upon personal rather 
than positional authority in pursuit of genuine connection and relationships, 
which are therefore more likely to be sustainable. 

Real relationships develop when you champion others and they sense that you 
have their best interests at heart. Network Leaders approach conversations and 
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connections with a clear understanding of what they can offer and what they 
want to receive for themselves and for others. They always engage in a con-
versation with the aim of fguring out how they can offer the most value to the 
other person, whether that’s domain expertise, relevant connections or help-
ful resources. In the knowledge that by authentically and generously sharing 
what they know others will feel obligated to reciprocate, and ultimately the 
pie becomes bigger for everyone. What they seek to create is a vibrant, pro-
ductive network that takes advantage of both strong (productivity) and weak 
(innovation) links. 

Crucially, it is connection with a purpose. Once connected, a Network Leader 
continually checks in with the members of their network to keep connections 
alive. Network Leaders recognise that organisations and communities are in-
creasingly dynamic; they morph in size and shape over time and that their 
own network must do the same, growing and strengthening as required. But 
they are also strategic about choosing how, where and when to tap into this 
network. 

Growing Your Network 

Valdis Krebs and June Holley describe a vibrant network developing in four 
broad phases, each with its own distinct topology,3 but with each phase cre-
ating a more adaptive and resilient network structure than the phase before: 
Scattered Fragments, Single Hub-and-Spoke, Multi-Hub Small-World Net-
work and Core/Periphery, which are illustrated in Figure 4.2. 

Most networks begin as Scattered Fragments, emergent clusters organised around 
homophily (common interests and goals) and propinquity (nearness). They 
tend to be small and often connected out of necessity or serendipity. With-
out active leaders, who take responsibility for building a network, spontaneous 
connections between groups emerge very slowly or not at all. But a network 
leader, who Krebs and Holley describe as a “network weaver”, can accelerate 

1. Scattered fragments 2. Hub and spoke 3. Multi-hub 4. Core/periphery 

Figure 4.2 Phases of Network Growth. 
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the process by acting energetically to create connections between themselves 
and the disparate groups. 

Network weavers frst create a simple Hub-and-Spoke network, which, like a 
wheel, has the weaver acting as the hub or central node and the spokes being 
the ties from them to other nodes. The weaver can be an individual, a group or 
an organisation, anyone who has the vision, the energy and the social skills to 
connect with diverse individuals and groups, and start information and ideas 
fowing between them. At this point, whatever fows through the network as a 
whole fows through the network weaver. 

In network terms it is the power of centrality, the extent to which you are 
central to your network and therefore exposed to what fows through it. Social 
Network Analysis measures centrality in three principal ways: degree central-
ity, the number of connections an individual has to other actors; betweenness 
centrality, the number of times they form a bridge between other actors, often 
connecting otherwise separate parts of a network; and eigenvector centrality, 
their proximity to powerful, popular or prestigious nodes. In effect, infuence by 
proxy. In short, the Hub is key to the connection of people, ideas and resources. 

Over time, a Multi-Hub Small-World Network develops. Network weavers form 
relationships with each of the small clusters to discover what they know and 
what they need, and then connect them with other clusters to facilitate mutual 
collaboration and exchange. An astute weaver will introduce clusters that have 
common goals/interests or complementary skills, experiences and resources to 
each other. Concurrently, the weaver also encourages others to begin weaving 
the network in the hope that by encouraging and supporting other network 
weavers the connection to the original weaver (the Hub) can weaken over 
time without destroying the integrity of the network. The role of the weaver 
then changes from being the central weaver to being a facilitator of network 
weaving, coordinating with and mentoring other network weavers. 

As the weaver connects individuals and groups, the dynamic of weak ties is 
revealed, enabling information, ideas and innovation to be shared across the 
network. In addition, the weak ties may strengthen over time, binding previ-
ously separate groups into new larger clusters. The skill in creating such ties is 
to connect groups who are similar enough to build trust, but different enough 
to introduce new ideas and perspectives. The challenge is to counter political 
turf wars, where two or more departments or community organisations might 
split the network into competing single hub networks, ignoring the larger com-
munity and focusing on survival in their own network. 

The end goal is a vibrant, sustainable network of Core/Periphery. This is de-
scribed as a stable structure that can link to other well-developed networks. 
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The network core contains the organisation or community members, while 
the network periphery contains other stakeholders and those new to the com-
munity: bridges that connect to other diverse networks allowing access to fur-
ther ideas and information not currently available in the core. Over time, the 
expanding periphery provides new ideas while the core solidifes, driven by 
increasingly strong links, which together allow effcient and effective action, 
implementing what is discovered and deemed useful. 

From a Network Leadership perspective, the Network Leader uses their con-
vening power to attract the scattered fragments into a hub-and-spoke arrange-
ment, the fragments coalescing around an interest and belief in what the 
network leaders has to say. The Network Leader then acts to create a multi-
hub network by connecting the scattered fragments to one another based upon 
complementary resources and needs, in order to generate collective action to-
wards their shared goals. With this dynamic in place, the core should continue 
to grow and avoid stagnation by gathering new ideas from its periphery, from 
the edge where new ideas and ways of doing things collide. But the key to 
growth is the transition from hub-and-spoke to multi-hub. 

Moving Beyond Hub-and-Spoke 

Beyond a certain size, the hub-and-spoke arrangement is neither scalable nor 
sustainable. If they depend on a single indispensable hub, networks run the risk 
of failing to reach their potential or failing completely. If one person or organ-
isation is responsible for all the relationships in the network, each relationship 
added to the network increases the amount of stress on the hub until eventually 
it is forced to operate at a suboptimal level or is simply overwhelmed and the 
network collapses. Moving to a multi-hub small-world network eliminates the 
danger of a single point of failure and allows the network to follow Metcalfe’s 
Law and achieve its true potential. 

Metcalfe’s Law states that the effect of a network is proportional to the square 
of the number of those connected.4 In other words, the potential value of a 
network increases exponentially as you add new nodes. The law has often been 
illustrated using the example of telephones or fax machines, such that a single 
device is useless; but its value increases with the addition of each new device 
to the network, because the total number of people with whom each user may 
send and receive messages increases. Likewise, in social networks, the greater 
number of users, the more valuable the service becomes. 

Companies like Facebook, Twitter and LinkedIn originally applied this princi-
ple of network effects by focusing relentlessly on improving the user experience 
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while giving away their advertising-free product, a radical concept at the time. 
This strategy made sense because the real potential of networks occurs after 
critical mass is reached. They made a bet on Metcalfe’s Law, wagering that the 
return in the long term would far outweigh the costs in the short term. Because 
once a critical mass is reached, exponential growth occurs and the product 
increases massively in value, both to users and advertisers. With size, the act 
of connecting and growing the network passed increasingly from the organisa-
tional hub to its users, enabling scalability and sustainability. 

Social media sites like a network leader are in pursuit of critical mass, what Mal-
colm Gladwell described as The Tipping Point.5 The moment is when a trend, 
a social movement, a product or an idea spreads through social networks like 
wildfre, creating a craze. In effect, what platform companies and network lead-
ers are trying to ignite is a social epidemic, where their ideas and the changes 
they are trying to create go viral and infect the entire social network. 

Over the past year or so, we have become sadly familiar with the language and 
trajectory of epidemics. The spread of Covid-19 will have begun with one per-
son, Patient Zero, who got sick and infected a handful of others, who, in turn, 
infected other people and so on until the virus reached a tipping point and 
spread with exponential speed across the globe, borne by the deadly power of 
human networks of connection. And, as we know, ideas, messages, behaviours 
and products can spread through a population in the same way that viruses 
spread. They gain a life and momentum of their own, profting from the two 
fundamental aspects of social networks: connection and contagion. 

Connection, as you will remember, refers to a network’s shape or structure, its 
topology, the arrangement of nodes and the ties or connections between them. 
Contagion, however, refers to the networks function or physiology, what, if 
anything, fows through and across the connections. Being more central to the 
network makes you more susceptible to whatever is fowing through the net-
work, whether it be gossip, a new behaviour or germs. Network position there-
fore is key. To increase the adoption of a particular behaviour in a network, it 
is necessary to identify and target the hubs in the social network. Those indi-
viduals who are well connected and central to the network – those who have 
social capital. 

Gladwell’s book focuses on the key ingredients of a social epidemic: the mes-
senger, the message itself and the context of the message, which he labels, 
respectively, as the “Law of the Few” that certain types of people are especially 
effective at spreading an infectious idea, product or behaviour; the “Stickiness 
Factor” that by changing the presentation of a message, you can make it more 
contagious, that is, stickier, and have a more lasting impact; and the “Power 
of Context” in which the environment, the context in which the message or 
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idea is delivered, can have a huge impact on whether enough people adopt and 
spread it for a tipping point to be achieved. 

In other words, returning to our model of human behaviour, ideas and actions 
spread when people have the motivation to act and the system allows it. People 
change behaviour when they believe that the effort they invest will equal the 
expected performance – they believe they can do it. When they believe that 
the effort will equal the reward, it will be worth it. And when they can see 
other people acting on the same ideas and doing the same things, it’s not just 
me, it’s us. And fnally, the context, the overall environment, must be condu-
cive to the new ideas or ways of working. 

Modelling these social relationships is like creating an index of social power as 
opposed to hierarchical and positional power. Specifcally, in his description of 
the “Law of the Few”, Gladwell referred to connectors, mavens and salespeople. 
Connectors are gregarious and intensely social, and they know the right peo-
ple and therefore spread the message. Mavens, from the Yiddish meaning “one 
who accumulates”, know lots of important stuff, whether this be expertise and/or 
innovative ideas. Salespeople have the skills to persuade us when we are un-
convinced of what we are hearing. They are energetic, enthusiastic, charming 
and likeable. 

In short, Mavens are data banks who provide the message, connectors are the 
socially contagious who spread it and salespeople are the ones that persuade us 
to believe it. And just being aware of these individuals and how to get them on 
board can help increase organisational “social intelligence” and consequently 
organisational performance. And through our work with public and third sec-
tor organisations, we have found the same to be true in communities. 

Community Networks 

Community network analysis is about mapping, weaving and building. Mapping 
to uncover inherent value in communities. Weaving to connect providers and 
clients, public servants, community activists and voluntary groups to facilitate 
the exchange of resources, skills and knowledge between those who have and 
those who need. And fnally building, allowing organisations, whether public 
bodies or charities, to target their fnite resources to where their impact will be 
greatest. Targeting gaps in provision or doing the stuff that only they can do, 
such as the provision of specialist knowledge, skills or resources. The aim is to 
uncover and create value through greater connectivity and co-creation rather 
than simply relying on traditional models of resource management. Done well, 
community network analysis offers a solution to the challenge facing many 
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charities and most public sector services: that of being asked to do more and 
more with less and less. 

Traditionally, some local government institutions and charitable bodies have 
adopted a defcit approach to community development and regeneration, 
meaning that they start by looking at the problems of an area, such as crime, 
unemployment and poor health, but are slower to ask what is right and what 
is valued in the locality, an approach which can be very damaging to the self-
esteem of local communities. 

In contrast, Asset-Based Community Development (ABCD)6 and Commu-
nity Asset Mapping7 seek to uncover value. Community Asset Mapping is a 
networked approach, which, like social network analysis, aims to catalogue 
everything of value in a community and create a more balanced picture of what 
it is actually like to live there. With this picture in hand, you are then able to 
ask insightful questions to help connect those who have with those who need 
and target your own organisational resources more effectively and effciently. 
Such questions might include: 

• Are the right connections in place? 
• Are any key connections missing? 
• Who are playing leadership roles? Who is not, but should be? 
• Who are the experts in process, planning and practice? 
• Who are the mentors that others seek out for advice? 
• Who are the innovators? 
• Are ideas shared and acted upon? 
• Are collaborative alliances already formed or forming between individuals, 

groups, departments, organisations, institutions and communities? 

We will return to the power of questions as a tool of leadership when we consider 
the practice of Leading beyond Authority, but for the moment it is important 
to highlight the link here to Professor Reg Revans, specifcally action learning 
and questioning insight. Revans, the founder of Action Learning, stated that 
organisational survival is based on the ability to learn at a rate equal to or 
greater than the rate of change. He went on to propose a learning methodology 
that valued questioning over being taught, or as he put it “more learning and 
less teaching”, founded on the equation: L = P + Q (Learning = Programmed 
Knowledge + Questioning insight).8 

The importance of questioning insight links to the distinction we made earlier 
between puzzles and problems, which was a distinction that Revans also made. 
He argued that puzzles have “best” solutions and can be resolved by applying 
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knowledge with the help of experts (and, if he were alive today, he would add 
Artifcial Intelligence [AI]). Problems, however, lack known answers and are 
therefore best approached through the search for fresh questions. Revans ar-
gued that for anyone stuck with a diffculty or dilemma questions could reveal 
new possibilities, even simple questions: What are you trying to do? What is 
stopping you? What can you do about this? But especially in relation to or-
ganisational problems: Who knows? Who cares? Who can?9 Such questioning 
also informed Revans’ broader thinking about organisational learning, which 
he described as depending upon “the upward communication of doubt” (1982, 
pp.  280–6).10 In his discussions with managers, he would often restate this 
principle as “doubt ascending speeds wisdom from above”, an adage that chal-
lenges the hierarchical assumptions that underpin many change models and is 
fundamental to community asset mapping. 

Mapping 

Before you can improve your network, you need to understand it. Improved 
connectivity, whether in organisations or communities, starts with a network 
map, identifying Who knows, Who cares and Who can.11 This can be as 
crude as pen and paper or as sophisticated as network visualisation software 
used in Social Network Analysis (SNA), but the result is a picture of the el-
ements in the network and the relationships between them. A network map 
shows the existing nodes and links in the network, where nodes are people, 
groups or organisations, and links reveal the relationships, information fows 
and transactions between them. Going forward, it also allows the design of 
strategies to create new connections and to track the spread and density of 
networks. 

In a community context, mapping has made its way from the work of NGOs 
in the developing world12 to communities in the developed world with the 
aim of enabling communities to map the details of their surrounding infra-
structure and assets, and at the same time empower those communities to act 
themselves. It encourages the community to consider what it can achieve it-
self before seeking assistance elsewhere, putting them in a stronger position 
to represent themselves with charities, and local and national government. 

At its heart is the assumption that communities are capable and knowledgeable 
about the services and resources they want and need, though they do not neces-
sarily have equal or fair access to them. The process not only makes communi-
ties aware of what they can achieve by themselves by working together, it also 
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helps develop skills and capacity within the community, and that knowledge 
also stays with the community. It can be managed, built upon and improved as 
the community achieves and undergoes change. 

Broadly speaking, Community Asset Mapping identifes three types of Assets: 

1. Individual – skills, talents, abilities, knowledge and enthusiasm. 
2. Community  – groups, associations, teams, activities, streets and 

neighbourhoods. 
3. Institutional – schools, colleges, churches, mosques, amenities, cafes, shops, 

parks, facilities, libraries, businesses and other services. 

Not only is it important to list the assets, but also to understand how they are 
currently being used and could be used. Asset map in hand, we are then able 
to uncover and share resources, helping connect those who have with those 
who need. 

Weaving. There are two parts to network weaving: relationship building, par-
ticularly across traditional divides, so that people have access to innovation 
and new information; and facilitating collaborations for mutual beneft. The 
nature of these collaborations should be such that it creates a state of emer-
gence, where the outcome, a vibrant organisation or a healthy community is 
more than the sum of the many collaborations. The local interactions beneft 
from the inherent emergent complexity of networks, creating a synergistic out-
come that no one could have accomplished alone. 

Network Leaders, therefore, have two key roles. The frst is to create a con-
ducive environment by overcoming barriers to collaboration and aligning the 
system towards collective action. And the second is to enable other people 
to act as connectors, hubs and Network Leaders, and create a sustainable and 
scalable Multi-Hub Small-World Network within the broader core-periphery 
system of other networks. 

Building. There are several benefts to network weaving, not least of which 
is building relationships, particularly across traditional divides, so that people 
have access to innovation and new information as well as facilitating collab-
orations for mutual beneft within and between communities. In other words, 
moving from a hub-and-spoke to multi-hub networks. But in addition, by iden-
tifying who they can work with and through, network analysis allows institu-
tions and organisations to focus on what they do best and target their fnite 
resources more effectively and effciently to where their impact will be greatest, 
thereby unlocking the conundrum of doing more with less. 
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In this sense, it is an aid to strategy, allowing organisations to look carefully at 
what they do and identify their core or unique offering in the broader network: 

• Which of our products or services are most distinctive? 
• Which of our products or services are most sustainable and provide the 

greatest return on investment? 
• Which of our customers are most satisfed? 
• Which of the activities in our value chain are the most different and 

effective? 

This allows organisations to refocus on their distinctive resources and capabil-
ities and realign effort towards the stuff that only they can do and the things 
that they do best. 

Crucially, an asset-based approach builds from the bottom up. Identifying what 
is already there rather than assuming solutions to problems needs to be exter-
nally imposed. It adopts a collaborative mind-set and seeks win-win solutions, 
unifying coalitions and helping build and sustain communities. It requires pub-
lic and third sector organisations to help build and repair existing networks by 
putting the right people in touch with each other, garnering the endorsement 
of credible community members and building trust by providing the support 
they actually need. 

In short, connective power is about bringing the pieces together from across 
an organisation or community to make them greater than the whole. It is an 
ability to work across boundaries, aligning ideas with people and resources in 
pursuit of action. Having identifed the assets in the system, network leaders 
are connectors and synergy spotters, accomplished at connecting those who 
have with those who need, cross-fertilising and spreading knowledge and mak-
ing connections to help things grow towards a common purpose. It should not 
therefore be confused or maligned by associations with personal networking 
(although that is inevitably a part). Connective power is about connecting 
people, skills, knowledge and resources for the beneft of the whole, not for 
selfsh ends. 

Furthermore, instead of being the sole driver of an idea, you can achieve a 
lot more by collaborating with people who know and trust you. Organisa-
tions and communities are not built, sustained and best served by a single hub 
(individual, organisation or institution). To be sustainable, they depend upon 
multiple hubs that are themselves connected to a larger network of cores and 
peripheries, providing the power of both strong and weak links and creating a 
conducive environment for things to happen. 
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Caroline Naven – Leading a Preparation for Adulthood Programme 

Caroline leads a new multidisciplinary programme in a large urban local 
authority in the UK. Her team and its many stakeholders aim to improve 
the lives of young people to enable a smooth transition to adulthood, by 
tackling both structural and personal socio-economic factors that con-
tribute to poor outcomes for young people. Structural factors can include 
poverty, variable access to health and social care, poor housing, lack of 
employment and educational opportunities and the impact of austerity 
which has led to cuts in statutory provision. Personal factors can include 
trauma and adverse childhood experiences such as domestic abuse, 
bereavement, experience of the care system and substance misuse. The 
overarching approach is one of prevention and early intervention, but if 
this is not possible, then tackling problems pre-emptively before they get 
worse, working to put small solutions in place early on, which will reduce 
the need for larger and more costly solutions in later life. 

Examples of initiatives include primary-level interventions by coaching 
and resilience and restorative justice workers in pupil referral units and 
direct work with young people by family support workers. Specialist em-
ployment and housing offcers use a strengths-based approach to assist 
with employment opportunities and independent living. At secondary 
level, a programme of on-line activities provided an opportunity for 
young people to be connected to their community, thus reducing social 
isolation and maintaining good health and well-being. 

Caroline’s approach to leading the preparation for adulthood programme 
is founded on the principle of collaboration and co-production of ini-
tiatives with partners and communities across the whole system, which 
depends upon creating and maintaining relationships with the many 
agencies involved and, in turn, requires effective systems and structures 
for continuous improvement, all focused on reducing costs while improv-
ing outcomes for young people and their families/carers. All of which is 
founded on a strategy of map, weave, build and track. 

Mapping began by identifying stakeholders to work with on the pro-
gramme, which she broke down into three categories: internal, exter-
nal and, most important of all, young people and their families/carers. 
Internal stakeholders included managers within Directorates across the 
Council and Children’s Trust to ascertain what had already been done 
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to map the environment and the range of current expectations. External 
stakeholders included a wide variety of partner organisations: statutory 
providers such as education and health providers; private sector organisa-
tions (primarily in relation to employment opportunities); the voluntary 
and community sector, such as Community Catalysts who supported the 
team to develop an online programme of activities during the pandemic; 
and fnally, young people and their families/carers, which recognised the 
relative youth and rich ethnic diversity of the urban environment. Spe-
cial emphasis was placed upon better outcomes through co-production 
and co-design of support and interventions with young people and their 
families. 

The views of the Parent Carer Forum and the Rights  & Participation 
Service as well as marginalised “easy to ignore” young people attending 
the Youth Offending Service were also sought. Not only did this approach 
take account of the diversity of views, values and culture across the edu-
cation, health and social care systems, it also allowed a thorough exam-
ination of system readiness to co-design the project and what would be 
needed to achieve transformational change. In addition, it provided hard 
evidence to establish a baseline to enable measurement of impact. 

With the initial mapping and analysis in place, Caroline and her team 
were able to start to weave and build the network. They began by weaving 
the programme agenda into existing fora and partnerships. They looked 
at existing work, noting who was involved, what the project entailed, 
why they were set up and when and where they took place. They also 
built upon the drive within local authorities for an asset-based commu-
nity development approach. 

She, her colleagues, partners and young people worked together to de-
velop the way forward, identifying “natural leaders and ambassadors” to 
work alongside her team. With so many stakeholders, they also estab-
lished a number of implementation teams, consisting of key partner agen-
cies, which established a shared purpose and decision-making structure to 
develop radical ideas and pool resources. Internally, Caroline drove the 
changes by ensuring that each member of her staff had clear objectives 
and measurable performance and behavioural targets, all of which drove 
collective programme outcomes. 

Crucially, to overcome the uncertainties of such a shared endeavour, she 
ensured that a co-developed clear vision engaged people, empowered 
people to share and contribute, encouraged creativity and innovation by 
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being genuinely humble herself and cultivating a culture of openness to 
suggestions and ideas, encouraging data sharing and identifying further 
opportunities for impact, such as social enterprise. 

She and her team are also at pains to highlight the potential cost effec-
tiveness of the approach, which requires a thorough system of tracking 
and monitoring. Alongside the analysis of data, intelligence and other 
resources, they ensured the development of new metrics so that perfor-
mance could be understood at all levels. After six months, a report was 
produced detailing outcomes as well as corrective action taken to keep 
the programme on track. Monthly reports presented to Boards, compris-
ing of senior offcers from health and social care, identify progress against 
outcomes and KPIs as well as highlighting necessary changes to ensure 
continuous improvement. 

In conclusion, she observes, sustainability has always been at the heart of 
the programme and requires staff buy-in, strong leadership, stakeholder 
engagement, an evidence base and consideration of competing priorities, 
which, in turn, depends upon team and stakeholder alignment, auton-
omy for managers to promote ownership and accountability, innovation 
through delegation and empowerment, challenging underperformance, 
maintaining momentum by sharing good news stories and wins, big and 
small, utilising analytics from all agencies to enable the monitoring of 
outcomes, continually testing and developing processes and systems and 
fnally, being forward thinking – monitoring the horizon and being ready 
to adapt collectively in the face of threats and opportunities. 

See Appendix 2 Leader Biographies. 

Notes 

1 Think of Paul Revere and other members of the “Sons of Liberty”, a secret group 
organised around opposition to British taxation in the American colonies, who 
regularly carried rebel communications between Boston and Philadelphia before 
his famous “midnight ride” and the War of the American Revolution. It is worth 
noting that Revere’s “midnight ride”, later immortalised in verse, signifcantly un-
derplays the role of the other network members who also rode that night. 

2 Pentland, A. (2014). Social Physics: How Good Ideas Spread: The Lessons from a New 
Science. New York: Penguin Press. 

3 Krebs, V. and Holley, J. (2006). Building Smart Communities through Network 
Weaving. (online) Available at https://community-wealth.org/content/building-
smart-communities-through-network-weaving (accessed 17 April 2021). 

https://community-wealth.org
https://community-wealth.org
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4 Metcalfe’s Law was postulated as a theory in the early 1990s by George Glider and 
changed the way we think about networks, from telephones and fax machines to 
the internet and social networks. Gilder called it Metcalfe’s Law after the founder 
of Ethernet. 

5 Gladwell, M. (2000). The Tipping Point: How Little Things Can Make a Big Differ-
ence. London: Abacus. 

6 See, for example, Nesta. Available at https://www.nesta.org.uk/feature/realising-
value-resource-centre/asset-based-approaches-in-a-health-and-wellbeing-
context/?gclid=EAIaIQobChMIp-bzvP3i6gIVhe3tCh2pkAXVEAAYASAAEg 
KoCPD_BwE (accessed 17 April 2021). 

7 See for example, McKnight, J.L. and Kretzmann, J.P. (1990). Mapping Community 
Capacity. (online) Available at https://mn.gov/mnddc/parallels2/pdf/90s/90/90-
MCC-McKnight_Kretzmann.pdf (accessed 17 April 2021). 

8 Revans, R.W. (1982). The Origins & Growth of Action Learning. Bromley, UK: Char-
well Bratt. 

9 Revans, R.W. (1982) ibid. p. 715. 
10 Revans, R.W. (1982) ibid. pp. 280–6. 
11 Revans, R.W. (1982) ibid. p. 715. 
12 See Water Aid. (online) Available at https://washmatters.wateraid.org/publications/ 

community-mapping-a-tool-for-community-organising-2005-0 (accessed 17 April 
2021). 

http://www.nesta.org.uk
https://mn.gov
https://washmatters.wateraid.org
http://www.nesta.org.uk
http://www.nesta.org.uk
http://www.nesta.org.uk
https://washmatters.wateraid.org
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Summary 

Convening power begins with a recognition that leaders have something to say 
that is worth listening to, a personal manifesto that they articulate and demon-
strate in words and actions. Having made sense of the system for themselves, 
they make sense of it for others. Bringing them into a shared understanding of 
where we are now and then sharing their personal manifesto of purpose, ethics 
and core beliefs, to describe where we are going and how. 

Network Leaders don’t profess to know all the answers but they recognise that 
those around them might. A Network Leader is a humble leader, drawing on 
their web of connections to bring people together from across organisations, 
businesses, communities and societies to fnd solutions, identify ways forward 
and get things done. 

Network Leaders understand the dynamics of power, infuence and politics, but 
use this understanding in a principled manner, valuing integrity and morale 
courage in themselves and others. It is a candour that draws people to them, 
driven by purposeful conversations that cultivate trust and a character that 
creates a desire in others to follow. 

Leadership Questions 

• What is your personal manifesto? 
• What are you trying to achieve? 
• What is the underlying movement you are tapping into? 
• Who knows, Who cares and Who can? 
• How can you begin to build your network and connect them? 
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Part V 

Leading beyond Authority 

If convening power is the ability to attract and gather people around you by 
having something to say that is worth listening to, then leading beyond au-
thority is the ability to turn those ideas into action without the need for formal 
or positional power. It is leadership defned by personality, not role or job title, 
and gives you permission to operate across the organisation in pursuit of shared 
goals. And, as Julia Middleton observes, in this space “Nothing happens with-
out networks”.1 

Most leaders have an inner network, their team or department, where they 
have formal and positional authority to lead; an outer network, the wider or-
ganisation, where their formal authority gradually diminishes; and a peripheral 
network, beyond the organisation, where they may have no formal authority at 
all. Leadership in the outer and peripheral networks requires different leader-
ship skills, and experience from formal leadership positions will not necessarily 
help, it may even hinder, because out there no one need do what you say. 

Many successful people learn to lead in roles where they have clear author-
ity; they have set objectives, a budget and a team of people whose job it is 
to support them. The result of this leadership model, however, is that many 
organisations operate in silos, with each team or department looking upwards 
and downwards but seldom sideways at issues that cross the verticals. What 
organisations often need are leaders who can see across the whole organisation 
and make the sum of the parts greater than the whole. 

This is particularly important for those making the transition from functional 
manager to business leader. The development of lateral and vertical relation-
ships with other functional and business unit managers, all of whom will be 
outside their immediate control, becomes critical to achieving personal and 

DOI: 10.4324/9781003092582-26 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003092582-26


   

 

   

 
   

 

 
 
 

176 Leading  beyond Author i t y  

organisational goals. Operating beside players with diverse affliations, back-
grounds, objectives and incentives requires a manager to formulate business 
rather than functional objectives, and to work through the coalitions and net-
works needed to sell ideas and compete for resources. 

Network Leaders have an intuitive understanding of the importance of context 
and recognise that as leaders they need to understand the complexity of human 
interactions. They also understand how the sum of those interactions scales up 
into the ebb and fow of corporate life and a daily operating rhythm. They hold 
in balance two key aspects: a rich understanding of organisational life as social 
system and their role within it, alongside a keen appreciation of how they use 
that understanding to make things happen. 

The organisation, understood as a social system, means recognising that when 
people come together, they infuence each other and develop mental models 
about how to get things done. The process of decision-making and the exercise 
of authority are not solely a function of hierarchy, but are instead processes of 
negotiation that occur at the intersections of people’s ideas and energy. At a 
practical level, energy can be created through these interactions or lost as emo-
tional friction allows that energy to dissipate. The network leader is attuned 
to that fow of energy and how to use it. While this runs the risk of being seen 
as nothing more than playing “organisational politics”, this is a naïve inter-
pretation. As we discussed previously, there is a reality about organisations as 
coalitions of competing interests. 

Skilled Network Leaders have a high degree of self-awareness that enables 
them to refect and interpret what is happening internally to themselves in or-
der to develop an understanding of the wider collective dynamic. This internal 
process values intuition over logic and informs how they interact with others, 
and this insight allows a better understanding of others and especially the in-
terplay of differing motivations and intentions. It also favours the informal 
over the formal and infuence over power; it creates an ability to work across 
an organisation and the hierarchy. 

Hugh Willmott, in his seminal paper “Strength Is Ignorance; Slavery Is Free-
dom: Managing Culture in Modern Organizations”2 coined the term “corporate 
culturists” to describe the dominance of organisational culture by design and the 
prevalence of a defned vision, mission and values that shapes and enlists em-
ployees to sign up to the corporates defnition of success and a set of behaviours 
compliant with an espoused set of values. Both leadership as a series of traits and 
organisations as a collection of winning formulae neglect the very human nature 
of people coming together and working collectively to achieve something. 
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Leading beyond authority is leadership defned by personality not by role and 
consequently depends upon personal rather positional power. We have already 
discussed aspects of personal infuence in the context of convening power, in 
which leaders are able to gather people around them by having something to 
say worth listening to. What follows is a discussion of personal power in the 
context of turning ideas into action and results, which we believe requires us to 
lead from a different place and in a different way. 

Notes 

1 Middleton, J. (2007). Beyond Authority: Leadership in a Changing World. London: 
Palgrave Macmillan, p. 112. 

2 Willmot, H. (1993). Strength Is Ignorance; Slavery Is Freedom: Managing Culture 
in Modern Organizations. Journal of Management Studies, 30(4), pp. 515–52. 
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Leading from a Different Place 

Leading from a Different Place is about overcoming your assumptions by look-
ing for the boundaries and edges of your knowledge, broadening your horizons, 
identifying patterns in multiple streams of information and fnding time for 
thinking it through, refecting on what you have learned and making sense 
of what you now know. It is a continual process of accumulation and iterative 
understanding. 

When you are immersed within a paradigm, it is diffcult to see beyond it. 
There is a conceptual centre of gravity that acts as a flter for ideas and op-
portunities. This deep familiarity with the status quo makes it psychologically 
diffcult to deconstruct or disrupt it. Which is why novices, new starters and 
outsiders (weak ties) can be helpful. The lack of immersion in how things are 
done around here or experience of having seen something different provides 
the psychological latitude to questions, conventions and assumptions. But you 
don’t have to step outside the walls to see things differently. What is required 
is a new perspective and new information that allows individuals to see some-
thing familiar in a new way. As Marcel Proust wrote, “The real voyage of dis-
covery consists not in seeking new landscapes but in having new eyes”. 

As a challenger bank, Virgin Money under the leadership of Dame Jayne-Anne 
Gadhia1 took on the conventions of banking by focusing on the customer and 
fundamentally reappraising its business model. Guided by a belief that was cap-
tured in the expression “Everyone’s Better Off” or simply “EBO”, this became 
a guiding philosophy that demanded all colleagues personally interpret it to 
guide their action. It was most notably captured in a diagram drawn hastily at 
a management treat. 

Matthew Syed relates how in his 2018 letter to shareholders, Jeff Bezos talked 
about the importance of incremental innovation, doubling down on existing 
ideas and exploiting their value. Yet Bezos also recognised that if you want 
to innovate in more profound ways, you need to step outside the existing 

DOI: 10.4324/9781003092582-27 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003092582-27


 

   

    
   

 
    

    
 
 
 
 

    
   

 

  

180 Leading beyond Author i t y  

Figure 5.1 Where the Magic Happens. 

framework, which he called “wandering”. It is challenging for many people be-
cause it is not effcient but it’s not random either. Bezos writes that it is guided 
by a hunch, gut instinct, intuition and curiosity, and is an essential counterbal-
ance to effciency, because the outsized discoveries, the non-liner ones, require 
wandering.2 And Bezos is not being fanciful in this regard. 

Neuroscience suggests that “mind-wandering”, drifting in and out of engage-
ment with our environment rather than being idleness or time-wasting: 

is a necessary part of mental housekeeping, allowing us to integrate our 
past, present and future, interrogate our social lives, and create a large-scale 
personal narrative … Task focused attention and mind-wandering are two 
sides of the same mental coin. We focus on tasks in order to perform them, 
and we focus away from those tasks to gather resources to allow us to solve 
them when they are diffcult, or simply to integrate the information that we 
have learned during the focus on the task. This fickering between states 
is what allows us to live a productive and creative life; a variety of exper-
iments show that active mind-wandering facilitates subsequent creative 
problem-solving.3 

Overcoming Assumptions 

Problem solving should always include a question about assumptions. However, 
what you are assuming is, by its very nature, a diffcult question to answer. 
An assumption is a thing that is accepted as true or as certain to happen. It is 
taken for granted. We all hold implicit assumptions, theories, heuristics (rules 
of thumb) about how things are done or the way things work. Typically, those 
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assumptions hold true and provide a helpful framework. Without them, we 
would be unable to cope with the avalanche of information with which we 
are bombarded daily. We would be unable to function. Occasionally, however, 
these assumptions can backfre, stifing progress and limiting potential because 
we didn’t think to question them. In Rebel Ideas, Matthew Syed quotes the 
actor and comedian John Cleese, “Everybody has theories. The dangerous peo-
ple are those who are not aware of their own theories. That is, the theories on 
which they operate are largely unconscious”.4 

One method to overcome assumptions is Double-Loop Learning, a concept and 
process that encourages people to think more deeply about their beliefs and 
taken-for-granted ideas. It was created by Chris Argyris,5 an academic and or-
ganisational trainer, and developed into an effective management learning tool 
in concert with Donald Schon,6 who we discussed earlier in relation to refec-
tive practice. Argyris conceived double-loop learning in contrast to single-loop 
learning. The latter is concerned with adapting and improving the effciency 
of our strategies and actions in response to the observed results and conse-
quences; it is about doing things right. Double-loop learning is about changing 
the objectives themselves by revaluating our underlying goals, values, beliefs 
and theories (doing the right things). 

The most easily understood analogy is a household thermostat. Single-loop 
learning is about achieving a given temperature: we set the thermostat to 20 
degrees and it turns up the heat whenever the temperature drops below 20 (the 
objective). Double-loop learning involves changing the setting on the ther-
mostat (changing the objective of the system). In human systems, however, 
double-loop learning is not only about changing the objective, but involves 
questioning the assumptions about that objective, discovering and inventing 
new alternatives and identifying new ways of approaching problems. 

The method used to achieve this type of deeper learning is through encourag-
ing dialogue among the learners. It proposes that the facilitator/educator drill 
down into a topic to identify and bring to the surface taken-for-granted as-
sumptions and beliefs. The intention is to help people acquire and integrate 
new information and develop new skills, to question and possibly discard fa-
miliar and perhaps dysfunctional ways of thinking, feeling and acting. It aims 
to take learners past the obvious, focusing at frst on what we perceive to be 
true and then moving towards what may be hidden or less obvious. So here’s a 
challenge for you. 

You and a partner are given a large piece of paper (a sheet from a fipchart or a 
broadsheet newspaper for example) which is placed on the foor in front of you. 
Now, the challenge is for you both to stand on the paper but without being able 
to touch one another. Sounds impossible, but there is a simple solution (the 
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answer is at the end of the chapter). When using it in workshops we have had 
all manner of imaginative, though incorrect, suggestions: ranging from turning 
back-to-back, tying each person’s hands together, putting each person in a bin 
bag to a variety of contortionist options that would not look out of place in a 
game of Twister, but none of them come anywhere close. So why do most peo-
ple not see the simple solution immediately? 

It has been said that assumption is the mother of all cock-ups. It may not be 
the mother, but it is certainly a close family member in many day-to-day chal-
lenges. The problem is that our brains are very adept at recognising and cre-
ating patterns in disparate data. It is these mental models, rules of thumb or 
heuristics that allow us to function effectively, allowing us to rapidly sift and 
sort information into useful knowledge according to whether it confrms or 
contradicts the patterns already embedded in our minds. The danger is that we 
misread the signals and lock onto patterns that aren’t there. Take the example 
of hot dogs. 

Every 4th of July, about 40,000 people gather in Coney Island in the United 
States and more than one million tune in on ESPN, the sports cable channel, 
to watch men and women defy human digestive limits in a hot dog eating com-
petition. Prior to 2001, the record was 25 hot dogs and buns in ten minutes, but 
in that year Takeru Kobayashi, a young man from Japan, smashed the record 
consuming a staggering 53 hot dogs and buns within the set time. So what en-
abled a young man, weighing just 112 lb, to consume nearly 8 lb of bread and 
sausage, more than twice the amount of anyone before him? 

Mr Kobayashi’s winning insight was not to assume that he must eat the hot 
dog and bun as you or I would. Instead, he broke the hot dogs in two, stuffed 
them in his mouth with one hand, while dunking the bun in water with his 
other hand to make it easier to swallow. Neither of which is forbidden in the 
rules and water is always provided. His breakthrough was to avoid the mental 
shortcuts of the other competitors and do something different. His insight was 
to go beyond what the other competitors assumed to be true and focus on what 
was actually there. 

It turns out that much of our understanding is based upon assumption not ob-
servation and disrupting conventional thought patterns can lead to new asso-
ciations and ideas. Assumption reversal, for example, takes the core notions in 
any statement, problem or subject and turns them on their head. For example, 
restaurants have a physical location, what if they didn’t, and taxi companies 
have cars, what if they didn’t? (both of which have been turned into innova-
tive business models: “ghost restaurants” during lockdown and Uber). A more 
systematic approach is to stop and investigate your assumptions by asking the 
right questions. Rudyard Kipling, according to his short poem, kept six honest 
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serving men – “What, Why, When, How, Where and Who” – and used them 
to interrogate problems and assumptions. 7 

Take his advice by writing down the problem and your thinking. Put the prob-
lem at the top of the page and write down your thoughts on the topic – what, 
why, when, how, where and who. When you’ve flled as much of a page as you 
can, stop, go back and fnd the assumptions – what are you taking for granted? 
An assumption is anything you don’t have actual proof for, an interpretation 
you’ve made of someone else’s motivations or something implied by something 
you wrote. Write your assumptions on a separate piece of paper and then ex-
amine them to see where they might lead (try reversing them and see what 
happens). Writing things down forces us to think more deeply about them; it 
also tends to widen our perspective beyond the obvious and taken for granted. 

At the end of the frst verse of his poem, Kipling also suggested that you give 
those questions a rest; so take his advice and have a break. If you have the leisure 
to mull over a problem, or even better sleep on it, do so. It seems that brilliant 
fashes of insight have a unique aspect to them. They almost never occur when 
you are focused on solving a problem, but after an intense, prolonged struggle 
with the problem, followed by a break – a change of scene, time away doing 
something else, or after a rest. Rest frees the mind from control of the conscious 
mind, allowing the free association of memories and ideas, which lead, in ways 
that are not yet fully understood, to unexpected connections and combinations. 

Another way to avoid self-limiting assumptions is to get a second opinion, 
but paired or group solutions can be equally incomplete unless a diversity of 
knowledge and experience is represented. As previously discussed, homoge-
nous groups tend to exist in an echo chamber, producing ideas that are nothing 
more than updated versions of existing thinking, which still leave assumptions 
unquestioned. To break out of a rut, we need to solicit advice from unlikely 
sources who may see the problem in an entirely different way. In his TEDx 
NASA talk, Stephen Shapiro8 observed: 

If you’re working on an aerospace challenge, and you have 100 aerospace 
engineers working on it, the 101st aerospace engineer is not going to make 
that much of a difference. But you add a biologist, or a nanotechnologist, or 
a musician, and maybe now you have something fundamentally different. 

In a similar vein, best practice is to not over-rely on best practice, which typ-
ically emerges from our current assumptions and worldview. In complex sys-
tems, feeling your way counts for more than working by rote, and this begins 
with asking two key questions: what am I not seeing here and what else might 
be true? Most of us tend to default to what we already know because it makes us 
feel safe. Early in childhood, we begin to develop an internal narrative about 
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how the world works and what we think is true. Over time, without realizing 
it, we come to believe that this subjective story is objectively true (we call it 
common sense) and most of us spend the rest of our lives sticking to it. As Ein-
stein observed, “Common sense is the collection of prejudices acquired by age 
eighteen”. At a personal level, this requires that we look for information at and 
beyond the boundaries and edges of our knowledge. 

Look for Boundaries and Edges 

The most exciting things happening in science, technology and business oc-
cur where networks converge, the weak links at the intersections and edges. 
The divisions between formerly separate industries and disciplines are breaking 
down and the real opportunities for growth are where they interconnect. Self-
driving cars, for example, don’t just need automotive engineers; they also need 
people who understand software, traffc engineering, the psychology of drivers 
and regulatory processes. 

And if everything is connected and interdependent, then we are going back to 
the idea of the polymath: the generalist not the specialist. The most innovative 
developments of the future, in business, science and the arts, are likely to come 
from creative generalists who blend unique disciplines with broad understand-
ing. The continued success of today’s organisations, companies, communities 
and societies will depend on individuals capable of solving problems by think-
ing outside the proverbial box of their own discipline: T-shaped individuals 
who combine deep specialist knowledge (the down bar of the T) with a broad 
understanding of other domains, departments and disciplines (the crossbar). 

George Murray’s study of the most signifcant scientists9 found that 15 of the 20 
were polymaths: Newton, Galileo, Aristotle, Kepler, Descartes, Huygens, Lap-
lace, Faraday, Pasteur, Ptolemy, Hooke, Leibniz, Euler, Darwin and Maxwell 
were all generalists. Darwin developed his ideas about evolution by drawing on 
disciplines from geology to zoology, and a contemporary example of a business 
polymath is Elon Musk, who has combined an understanding of physics, en-
gineering, programming, design, manufacturing and business to create several 
multibillion dollar companies in completely different felds. 

Yet, despite the need for polymaths, such individuals are quite rare. That’s 
because society has traditionally promoted specialisation over generalisation. 
The history of human labour has been one of increasing specialisation. In the 
days of the hunter-gatherers, every member of the tribe would have been ex-
pected to be profcient in every task. As we progressed however, from agricul-
tural to industrial and now post-industrial economies, workers have become 
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increasingly specialised, based on a long-standing assumption that the more 
deeply you specialise, the more easily you can fnd well-paid employment. 

There was an interlude, in the 14th to 16th centuries, when polymaths found 
favour, often exemplifed by Leonardo da Vinci. However, we soon reverted to 
the specialist, not just for its economic benefts but also for the specialist’s un-
doubted contribution to the advancement of knowledge. We need specialists 
to dig ever deeper into their chosen feld, but we also need polymaths, because 
generalists offer three distinct advantages. 

The frst, as previously noted, is that innovation comes from the edge. The 
most creative breakthroughs come from atypical combinations of skills and 
knowledge. Brian Uzzi, a professor at the Kellogg School of Management, and 
his colleagues analysed more than 26 million scientifc papers going back hun-
dreds of years and found that the papers with the most impact often had teams 
with an atypical mix of backgrounds. In a second study, he found that the top 
performing studies also cited atypical combinations of other studies: 90% con-
ventional citations from their own feld and 10% from other felds.10 What we 
need are people who can bridge the gaps between disciplines and departments, 
acting as idea translators and synergy makers. 

The second is avoidance of bias. Specialisation has undoubtedly been impor-
tant for the advancement of knowledge. But one of the dangers of such special-
isation is that it often coincides with cognitive bias: a mental blind spot that 
overlooks potential solutions because of erroneous assumptions and established 
patterns of thought. At an organisational level, it is known as Groupthink, 
which is a common phenomenon in political, business and scientifc spheres. 
To counteract this tendency, we need people who can see beyond the bias of 
their cherished but often isolated domain or department. 

The third is that complex “wicked” problems require multidisciplinary ap-
proaches. Many of the greatest challenges currently facing individuals and soci-
ety beneft from solutions that integrate multiple disciplines. Climate change, 
for example, will require us to transform the way we generate, store and use en-
ergy and the ways in which we manage more extremes of weather and climate. 
For that, we will need to integrate our meteorological understanding with our 
understanding of ecological systems, human psychology, the built environment 
as well as fnancial and socio-economic factors. We need people who can iden-
tify and champion the synergies between these various disciplines and chal-
lenge what Matthew Syed calls the “clone fallacy: thinking in linear way about 
complex, multidimensional challenges”.11 

Polymaths bring the best of what has been discovered across various felds to 
help them be more effective in their core specialisation. They build atypical 

https://fields.10
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combinations of skills and knowledge across domains, and then integrate them 
to create breakthrough ideas and even brand new disciplines and industries. 
And this isn’t just an aspiration for those wishing to be pre-eminent scientists or 
multibillionaire business leaders. We can all beneft from becoming polymaths, 
from becoming more T-shaped: combining our deep specialist knowledge with 
a broader, strategic understanding of the business and industry in which we 
operate. In this sense, the polymath advantage is essentially entrepreneurial. 

Not necessarily in the sense of starting their own business or launching a start-up 
(though they may well do this), but it is in their tendency to harness innovation 
and fnd better ways of doing things wherever they are. Most organisations, espe-
cially large corporations, are overfowing with creative ideas that never get exe-
cuted. Entrepreneurship, in this sense, is the process that turns those ideas into 
actual innovations, and when it occurs in large corporations, we tend to refer to 
it as intrapreneurship or corporate innovation, which means acting like an en-
trepreneur, but within the ecosystem of a larger, more traditional, organisation. 

Network Leaders constantly seek out information about how the system works 
and how it is likely to change in the shape of new projects and opportunities, 
organisational restructuring and reorganisation, resource allocations and budg-
ets and long-range plans. Being “intrapreneurial” is about empowering yourself 
to make change happen, and empowerment, as is well attested, leads to greater 
employee engagement and productivity. Even a simple reframing of your role, 
not letting your job specifcation defne you, can make your work more intra-
preneurial and meaningful. This is particularly true if you are generally reward 
sensitive, meaning you are more motivated by chasing carrots than avoiding 
sticks. In fact, people who are typically cautious and risk (stick) averse may end 
up suffering if their role becomes more intrapreneurial, because in the realm of 
uncertainty they will have to make choices. But those who relish the opportuni-
ties of uncertainty can make things happen beyond their job role and authority. 

Clearly, there is too much knowledge in the world today for one person to know 
everything that is known, like Da Vinci’s “Renaissance Man”, but it is possible 
to read, research and create a network of ties that allows us to learn from people 
in other disciplines and become suffciently knowledgeable in more than one 
discipline. Anyone who is curious and loves learning can use the polymath 
advantage to be more successful in their life and career. And that requires that 
we broaden our horizons. 

Broaden Your Horizons 

Leading from the boundaries and the edge requires that you identify them. 
You can’t investigate or lead at the interfaces if you don’t know where they 
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are. Yet many organisations unwittingly encourage employees to look no fur-
ther than their own immediate environment, their function or business unit. 
Consequently, they miss out on the potential insights employees could gain if 
they scanned their inner, outer and peripheral networks. The focus for most or-
ganisations, and consequently their people, is on what’s directly ahead, which 
means they lack peripheral vision. This can leave them vulnerable to rivals 
who detect and act on weak or ambiguous signals. 

Network Leaders look for game-changing information beyond the current 
boundaries of their team and organisation and at the periphery of their indus-
try. And to do this, they learn extensively, building wide external networks 
to help them scan the horizon. Equally, however, they are discerning. Critical 
thinkers question everything. They reframe problems to get to the bottom of 
things, in terms of root causes. They challenge assumptions, current beliefs 
and mind-sets (including their own) and they uncover hypocrisy, manipula-
tion and bias in organisational decision-making. Following conventional wis-
dom exposes you to fewer raised eyebrows and less second-guessing, but if you 
swallow every management fad, every herd-like belief and new opinion at face 
value, you, your team and your organisation will founder and lose competitive 
advantage. 

Network Leaders tap into expertise outside their organisation and even outside 
their industry. The domains of human knowledge that span science, technol-
ogy, business, geography, politics, history, the arts, the humanities and so on, 
and the interfaces between them, because any of them could hold innovations 
and new business opportunities. The tricky part is fnding the ideas most rel-
evant to your goals. Although many innovations stem from what Abraham 
Flexner called the “usefulness of useless knowledge”,12 most of us simply do 
not have the time to pursue an open-ended exploration for new ideas. But two 
approaches are possible. 

The frst is to locate knowledge domains with high potential for value creation 
that have already been identifed. Machine learning, for example, might be 
the key to an organisation’s future and a Network Leader might take online 
courses or attend industry conferences about that technology in order to bring 
back and share ideas about its implications, perhaps organising workshops with 
colleagues to discuss its potential applications. Alternatively, given the speed 
at which new knowledge is being created and the diffculty in determining 
what might be important, Network Leaders might invest time searching for 
promising interfaces and proposing conferences in other industries that they 
and their colleagues could attend, or courses on new skill sets they’d like to take 
or identifying domain experts their organisation could invite for workshops. 
But whatever they do with new data, Network Leaders are always alert to new 
knowledge and emerging patterns. 
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Identify Patterns 

We have pattern-making minds. Our memory is essentially a database of pat-
terns, things we have learned about the world through trial and error from a 
very early age – if I cry, someone will pick me up and cuddle me. Patterns get 
stored in our long-term memory waiting to be used to help us understand and 
respond quickly to new or uncommon situations. The more accurate the pat-
terns you have learned, the more options you have for solving new problems. 
Our minds are always simulating different courses of action, but sometimes 
there’s not enough information to ensure that a perceived pattern is accurate. 

Ambiguity is unsettling and it is tempting to reach for a fast but potentially foolish 
solution. Without complete data our minds fll in the missing details by interpret-
ing what we sense via the patterns we have stored in our memory (just as the brain 
will fll in the missing details from our feld of vision caused by the blind spots in 
our retina), and in the absence of information to the contrary, we will jump to 
conclusions by relying on the existing interpretations our mind has created. But 
a good strategic leader holds steady, synthesising information from many sources 
before developing a viewpoint: seeking patterns in multiple sources of data, ques-
tioning prevailing assumptions, looking for opportunities and weak signals in a sea 
of data and encouraging others to do the same. Leaders need to recognise what 
is constant (applies all the time) and what is variable (unique to the situation). 

Network Leaders do this by creating connections between ideas, places, plans 
and people that others fail to see. In other words, they connect the dots. They 
interpret what might appear to be ambiguous and incomplete and help make 
sense of it. Superior pattern matching is one of the primary reasons why ex-
perienced people tend to make better decisions than inexperienced people, 
because they have a larger mental database, and this expertise is often called 
intuition. Intuition, however, is a rather elusive concept. 

There was a moment during the Battle of Salamanca in 1812 as the French 
and Anglo-Portuguese armies manoeuvred fruitlessly to achieve a more advan-
tageous position, when Wellington, who had been eating a chicken leg while 
glancing restlessly at the French through his telescope, suddenly declared, “By 
God that will do”! Throwing his chicken leg in the air, he jumped into the 
saddle and cantered up the hill to get a better view, before riding off to deliver 
his orders. It was a moment of realisation which turned the confrontation in 
favour of the alliance and ultimately won the battle.13 It was a moment of coup 
d’oeil (pronounced Coo Die), a glance or quick view that led to a moment of 
realisation or intuition. Over 100 years later, T.E. Lawrence (known to poster-
ity as Lawrence of Arabia), wrote in The Army Quarterly and Defence Journal of 
October 1920 that: 
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Nine-tenths of tactics are certain, and taught in books: but the irrational 
tenth is like the kingfsher fashing across the pool, and that is the test of 
generals. It can only be ensured by instinct, sharpened by thought practic-
ing the stroke so often that at the crisis it is as natural as a refex. 

Intuition, also known as tacit knowledge, is when our unconscious mind syn-
thesises what we know to produce new ideas and theories. Knowledge is key: 
combining theory and practice, experience and intellect, big picture and detail. 
Research psychologist Gary Klein’s working defnition of insight is “an unex-
pected shift in our understanding that leads to a better story”. The discovery of 
new patterns of thinking using the patterns you already have.14 Neurologically, 
insight appears to be a combination of the central executive and the daydream-
ing mode. Famously, it is something that happens when you are doing some-
thing else. The left brain lines up what we know about a problem, while the 
right brain, where the neurons are more broadly tuned and better connected, 
lets go of the problem. This allows the mind to go into free fow and make un-
expected connections, where disparate neural networks are brought together 
creating a previously unrelated whole. 

In his exploration of insight, Klein begins with a four-stage model developed 
by Graham Wallas, an early advocate for the use of psychology in politics and 
business, in his 1926 book The Art of Thought which breaks down insight into 
four stages: a Preparation Stage, where we investigate the problem; an Incuba-
tion Stage, where we stop thinking consciously about the problem and let our 
unconscious take over; an Illumination Stage, when the insight bursts forth; 
and a Verifcation Stage, when we test whether the idea is valid. Wallas also 
claimed that people can sometimes sense that an insight is brewing in their 
minds. It is a useful model, but it is not a full explanation of insight. 

As we can probably all attest, some insights involve no preparation, some in-
volve no incubation and we may have no time to validate them. Klein identifes 
several occurrences that spark an insight: contradictions, connections, coinci-
dences, curiosities and desperation. A contradiction is the insight we get when 
we think “No way, that can’t be right”. He gives the example of Galileo and the 
Heliocentric universe alongside several overlooked contradictions. The fnancial 
crash of 2008, for example, was based on a belief that the housing market would 
keep growing alongside a decline in lending standards – but why would standards 
have to decline if people really believed the housing market would keep growing? 
And the Phoenix Memo, which was ignored by the CIA prior to 9/11 of Middle 
Eastern men booking fying lessons, but not interested in how to take off or land. 

In terms of connections, coincidences and curiosities, he cites the Battle of 
Taranto in November 1940 and Pearl Harbour just over a year later. Taranto, 
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where the British put half the Italian feet out of commission, showed that 
battleships were vulnerable to airplanes launched from carriers and torpedoes 
designed not to dive too deep. The Japanese Admiral Yamamoto used it as 
a blueprint for Pearl Harbour. In developing his theory of evolution, Darwin 
wondered what drove the variation in species he had seen on his voyage in The 
Beagle. He knew farmers deliberately selected the best traits in their animals 
and crops, favouring their continuation, but how could it happen in nature. He 
saw his way to natural selection after reading Malthus’s An Essay on the Principle 
of Population, which featured population growth and competition for resources. 
Alexander Fleming developed penicillin after he became curious during an ex-
periment, when bacterium on one of his petri dishes became contaminated 
with a mould which destroyed the bacterium. 

Desperation is where we re-examine our assumptions in order to break free, liter-
ally in the case of Aron Ralston. The fate of Aron Ralston, dramatized in the flm 
127 Hours, describes his ordeal of falling into a rock crevice and being trapped for 
fve days with his arm pinned by a boulder. He couldn’t cut through the bones of 
the dead arm but using the boulder as leverage, he reasoned that he could snap 
the bones and then cut through the fesh. Less gruesomely, two Estonians, who 
met while working in London, realised that they faced converse but related prob-
lems. One was being paid euros by his Estonian HQ, but needed sterling to live in 
London, the other was being paid in sterling by his London HQ, but needed euros 
to pay his mortgage in Estonia, costing them both 5% of their salaries in bank 
charges. Their solution was to fnd a fair exchange rate and then transfer money 
between their personal accounts. They soon realized that others were in the same 
boat and set up “TransferWise”. The inventor of the Internet of Things (IoT) be-
gan with the problem of how to keep track of a popular shade of lipstick in stores. 
His solution was to put a radio chip onto the lipstick and an antenna on the shelf. 
It is estimated that there will be over 27 billion networked devices in 2021. 

Klein also discusses what prevents us from grasping an insight. From an organi-
sational perspective, new ideas, surprises and errors play havoc with smooth op-
erations. In their zeal to reduce uncertainty and minimize errors, organisations 
fall into what Klein calls predictability and perfection traps. The Predictability 
Trap is where high value is placed on predictability because a manager’s job is 
made easier if they can predict the workfow, resources and schedules. Insights 
are the opposite of predictable, they are disruptive. They get in the way of com-
pletion and productivity because they reshape tasks and revise goals. Managers 
are therefore most receptive to new ideas that ft with existing practices and 
maintain predictability. 

The Perfection Trap, on the one hand, is pervasive because errors are easy to 
defne, easy to measure and easy to manage. Insights, on the other hand, are 
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diffcult to identify, elude measurement and are therefore diffcult to manage. 
In well-ordered situations, with clear goals, standards and stable conditions, 
the pursuit of perfection makes sense (like judging a gymnast by their mis-
takes); but not when we face complex and chaotic conditions, with standards 
that keep evolving. A process may be internally valid, and therefore perfect-
ible, but that does not mean it is externally valid, which is akin to Drucker’s 
observation that a system may be effcient (doing things right) without being 
effective (doing the right things). Insights take us beyond effciency and show 
us ways to improve the original plan and continually update effectiveness. 

From an individual perspective, a key blockage occurs because of cognitive 
dissonance; the uncomfortable feeling we get when something contradicts our 
ideas, beliefs and theories that we use to make sense of events and arrive at 
judgements about other ideas. And the more central it is to our belief system, 
the harder it is to give up. Dissonance leads us to ignore, explain away or distort 
evidence that could lead to new insights. A second is inexperience. Experience 
is about how we use our knowledge to tune our attention and, as previously dis-
cussed, a prepared mind will recognise opportunities that the less experienced 
will miss. Another is a passive stance to new ideas. To be receptive to new 
ideas, we need to be active and open to unexpected possibilities; sceptical and 
ready to question the prevailing wisdom; open to collecting data; and curious. 
An active attitude leads to persistence in seeking new knowledge and over-
coming obstacles. The problem is that some people become overly impatient 
with speculation and desire action. They see exploration of ideas as a waste of 
time and want closure, when what is required is that we take time to think. 

Find Time to Think 

Under the twin pressures of productivity and effciency, most leaders and man-
agers squeeze out thinking time. The temptation is to deal with what’s directly 
in front of you because it always seems more urgent and concrete. The result 
is that most decisions are based more on refex (what has worked before) than 
on refection (what could work in future). Refex would be fne if our world 
was static and problems simply repeated themselves, but it isn’t and they often 
don’t. In which case, doing what you’ve always done can be as risky, even more 
risky, than trying a new and unproven approach. The paradox is that while we 
are so often told that we should be more innovative and embrace change, our 
individual instincts and organisational culture are often the complete opposite. 

Network Leaders are what Donald Schon described as refective practitioners. 
They take time to think before making decisions and they consider the conse-
quences of their actions. What is involved? Who is involved? What is at stake? 



   

  
 

     
   

    
   

    
    
   

   
   

   

192 Leading  beyond Author i t y  

What is the opportunity and what are the risks? They recognise that what at 
frst seems like an opportunity might reveal signifcant risk and what seemed 
risky at frst might reveal a signifcant opportunity. But fundamentally, net-
work leaders know that if they are to operate effectively beyond their authority, 
they need to value different things and use their time more judiciously, valuing 
thinking as much as acting. Most leaders we encounter have every minute of 
their calendars flled typically with meetings and catching up with their emails, 
and the relentless demand and pressure to respond rapidly undermine more 
complex thinking. Critical as decisiveness can be, effective solutions, like in-
tuition, often emerge from taking time to wrestle with the most diffcult issues 
rather than prematurely closing in on a solution and a decision. 

One of the most powerful things a leader can do therefore is focus. Scheduling 
time to think about problems is a way of ensuring that they give complex issues 
the time and attention they need; time that might otherwise be consumed 
by more urgent but less intellectually demanding and value-adding priorities. 
Even if you can only manage ten minutes a day or an hour a week, it is worth 
taking time to refect upon what you’ve learned and try to anticipate what 
might be coming next and not just what’s approaching head on. It is important 
to sit back and look up. So take the time to schedule a meeting with yourself. 

With regard to the challenge we set you at the start of this chapter, the fash of 
insight is to recognise the unstated assumption that you can’t move the paper – 
you can. The answer is to place the paper under a door. You then stand on the 
paper on one side of the door and your colleague stands on the paper on the 
other side of the door. With the door shut, you will be unable to touch each 
other. We have also seen a large table manhandled into position between two 
people so that they couldn’t touch each other, but I think you will agree that 
the door is the simpler and more satisfying solution. 
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Leading in a Different Way 

Leading is often characterised as providing answers. We follow because leaders 
have, or appear to have, the solution to our problems. Leading in a Different 
Way turns this assumption on its head. Leading beyond authority is about lead-
ing with insights and ideas, but it is also counter-intuitively about leading with 
questions rather than providing answers. It also requires a sense of managerial 
irreverence, an approach that questions received wisdom and the way we do 
things around here. And, in the frst instance, that requires a capacity to live 
in the question. 

Living in the Question 

“Living in the question” can be uncomfortable for the leader and the led. Fol-
lowers look to leaders to provide order and structure in the midst of uncertainty 
and possibly chaos. Network Leaders have a capacity to be “containers of anx-
iety”, creating what the pioneering British psychoanalyst Donald Winnicott1 

identifed as a “holding space” based on how he had observed parents who were 
reassuring rather than intrusive, responsive but not over-reactive and available 
without being demanding. As “containers of anxiety”, leaders don’t hide their 
fear nor diminish the fear of others; instead they create a feeling of safety that 
is a natural requirement for performance. 

This is particularly important during times of stress and uncertainty when our 
innate human tendency is to cling to old ways of doing things, rush in with a 
solution to fll the void or fnd an answer, any answer, and move on as quickly as 
possible. Staying with the uncertain and the ambiguous makes us nervous. It is 
reassuring to come up with action items that promise to take us towards an im-
agined solution. The problem is that we become reactive to our environment, 
not proactive agents. A Network Leader pauses, able to live in the question and 
uncertainty, creating the space and time for joint exploration of complexity 
and for more promising answers to emerge. 

DOI: 10.4324/9781003092582-28 
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It is a facilitative approach and good facilitation keeps people focused and 
receptive. Effective facilitation enables individuals to contain their fears and 
probe their discomfort, letting go of old patterns, avoiding spur-of-the-moment 
responses and instead co-creating the emerging future. It is a practice with 
which both authors are deeply familiar and is most often associated with the 
methods and processes used by trainers and consultants during workshops. But 
this is too narrow. Facilitation means to simplify or make easy, and if done well, 
it is a dynamic and effective tool for leaders, helping them develop new ideas 
and processes in an inclusive, focused and energising way. Facilitation creates 
a safe space, a container for exploration, enabling the emergence of new ideas 
and ways of doing things through collaboration and co-creation, helping to 
align discrete actions and entities with and towards a larger purpose. 

Effective facilitation is also networked, in the sense that it is about moving 
the process along in the most effective and inclusive manner possible. This 
means tapping into the diversity of the group and holding multiple perspectives 
even in the face of cognitive dissonance. One of the hallmarks of effective 
facilitation is to stay with paradoxes, feel the dissonance and not give in to 
an “either/or” view. This requires creating a safe container for all the voices 
to emerge, to help the team, organisation or community see and sense what 
is surfacing and make the most of a shared exploration. Network Leaders are 
aware of the different capacities of individuals and understand the necessity 
to broaden and deepen individual’s abilities to hold diverse perspectives, espe-
cially in the face of complexity. People always run the risk of being closed to 
new ideas or slipping into an “us” and “them” mind-set. As a facilitator, this 
requires questions and interventions to keep biases from taking over. 

Network Leaders understand the system, but they also help the system see it-
self. A good facilitator is a pattern connector and sense-maker for the system. 
Through effective processes and holding the space, they can connect the spe-
cifcs to the larger context, thus helping the system to discover the patterns at 
play. This shared awareness creates the conditions for fast, fexible and fuid 
decision-making at the point of need. This is what makes an organisation re-
sponsive, adaptable and effective. Helping organisations build shared aware-
ness and enabling the system to sense and see itself are critical skills that can 
transform how an organisation perceives itself, its connection with a larger 
purpose and its role in society. 

Leading with Insights and Ideas 

Network Leaders recognise that we are all the sum of our prior experiences, 
be they good or bad, and they go out of their way to cultivate knowledge and 
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experience in search of insights: bringing new thinking and frameworks into 
the room; challenging existing assumptions; and generating new ideas. As pre-
viously discussed, we each bring our own frames of reference to any encounter 
with another. These frames or mental constructs shape the way we see the world 
and consequently the goals we seek, the plans we make, the ways we act and 
what we believe to be good or bad. A Network Leader seeks to discover other 
people’s frames and explain their own, in order that understanding is shared 
and enriched. The intention is not to “win” arguments, but to encourage a 
refective posture in pursuit of shared understanding and collective action. 

In the frst place, this requires a change of approach. One that replaces “If 
only…” signifying a lack of control and resignation, with “If I/we…” demon-
strating control and agency. This requires that if we are to lead, we speak up, 
step up and act; embracing responsibility even if you are faking it at frst. It isn’t 
realistic to expect people to follow you and trust your ideas if you seem unsure 
of yourself or unwilling to act and take responsibility for new projects, develop 
new initiatives or improve a system or process that already exists. And don’t 
be afraid to mess up, so long as you “fess up”. Admit your failures and describe 
what you learned from the experience and then try again. 

Leadership requires energy and enthusiasm, and like all emotions they are con-
tagious. Think about the leaders you are drawn to, those who have vision, pas-
sion and belief in a better tomorrow. They are going somewhere awe-inspiring 
and we want to be part of it. Now think about the emotions you display. Be 
honest with yourself. Are you a complainer, often portraying yourself as a vic-
tim of circumstances beyond your control – if only? Or perhaps you like to fy 
quietly under the radar waiting for someone to magically invite you to lead? 
Sorry, that is simply not going to happen. We are drawn to passionate people 
on a mission that we believe in. So give people a reason to follow you. Even if 
you’re not in charge, you can always take responsibility for raising the energy 
in the group and rallying people around a shared mission. Just don’t be an id-
iot about it, no one is drawn to people who are trying to keep the proverbial 
Titanic afoat, they want to be led to the lifeboats. Stay focused, remember your 
personal manifesto and pick your battles. 

And if you are feeling short of ideas and inspiration don’t wait for them to come 
to you. Have your fnger on the pulse of what is going on in the organization, 
remember Fingerspitzengefühl (fngertip feel) and seek out new information. 
And don’t forget the ideas and infuence that can come from your background, 
experience, qualifcations and career accomplishments. Do you have content 
knowledge and experience? Do you have access to valuable data, information 
and evidence? Are you a thought leader? Do you understand the processes 
needed to accomplish objectives? You can infuence others by providing a clear 
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logic, an explanation of the beneft and reassurance that it is the right course of 
action. A powerful way to increase your infuence at work is to be recognised as 
an expert in your organisation, sector and industry. It will take effort, but you 
can take steps to develop business-critical expertise and know-how. Immerse 
yourself in your chosen topic by regularly attending industry conferences, en-
rolling in classes or specialised certifcation programmes or taking on a leader-
ship role in a relevant professional organisation. 

But that’s not enough. Don’t keep your knowledge under wraps. What you 
know and who you know is important, but the critical element is who knows 
what you know and is it acted upon. Are your colleagues and managers aware 
of your expertise? If not, don’t be the best kept secret in your organisation. Find 
appropriate and effective ways to promote your accomplishments and maxi-
mize your expertise infuence. Try writing about your subject on LinkedIn or for 
your company newsletter and show what you know. 

And it’s not just technical expertise and cognitive intelligence that counts. 
Social intelligence is also key. Social intelligence, emotional intelligence, em-
pathy, call it what you will, offers insight into interpersonal issues that interfere 
with work and can help facilitate resolution of those issues. If you have social 
intelligence, people trust that you’ll be able to help them work together effec-
tively; that you’ll put the right people in touch with each other; and that you’ll 
garner the endorsements of credible people and get the support you need. 

A critical start in this is to build connections and establish rapport ahead of 
need. You don’t have to be scintillating company, a brilliant raconteur or have 
the looks of Aphrodite or Adonis. You just need to have good rapport with your 
colleagues. This won’t necessarily translate directly into infuence, but it does 
make it more likely that others will at least hear you out. And the best time to 
ask for help or support is not when you frst meet someone. So, work on culti-
vating personal connections with your colleagues before you need them, allow 
them time to get to know you and that way they are less likely to attribute you 
with Machiavellian intentions or motives. 

The best way to prime colleagues for backing you and your agenda is to make them 
feel heard. So listen before you try to persuade. The most basic and powerful way 
to connect to another person is to listen. Just listen. Perhaps the most important 
thing we ever give each other is our attention. So ask colleagues, direct reports 
and managers for their perspectives and advice, and when you do, give them your 
undivided attention, whether it be in one-on-one situations or larger meetings. 
Don’t fdget, look out of the window or keep reaching for your phone. Instead, 
practice the discipline of focus. Turn your phone off and your body towards the 
other person, look them in the eye and listen. A big part of workplace disgruntle-
ment is people feeling disrespected because their voices aren’t being heard. 
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And remember, you can increase your infuence on a particular issue by authen-
tically framing it as a beneft to the people you want on your side. Speaking 
genuinely with people allows you to understand and consider each person’s 
needs, perspectives and temperaments. Do your homework to fnd out what 
your stakeholders want and need to hear and you are more likely to capture 
their attention. For each person, make sure you’re answering the question, 
“What’s in it for me”? Hopefully, most will also want to know how your ideas 
will beneft the organisation. So try using the word we. If you are relying on 
your personal authority and your suggestions are fundamentally self-interested, 
people are less likely to follow you. 

People are constantly assessing whether to trust you or not, so it’s also impor-
tant to mind your body language and your tone of voice. Humans are hardwired 
to determine whether another person is a friend or a potential enemy. Remem-
ber Amy Cuddy’s advice, competence is often seen as a threat until people trust 
you. Your body language is critical to conveying the right message. Standing 
up straight with your shoulders back helps you come across as confdent and 
commanding. Slouching and looking down at your feet has the opposite effect. 
Try to keep your arms uncrossed, your hands by your sides, your body open and 
pointed towards the other person, and look them in the eye. You don’t need to 
stare, but too much eye movement looks deceitful and disinterested. 

Leading without authority is all about your ability to have a positive infuence 
on the people around you, in the frst instance by making sense of things for 
them and inspiring them. When you’re the person consistently answering the 
“Why” questions for others, people will begin instinctively to look to you for 
insights: Why is this project important? Why are we doing it this way? Why 
do I need to be involved? But if you don’t know the answers, then you will frst 
need to lead with questions, so that you can gain a deeper understanding your-
self before you articulate it for others. 

Leading Through Questions 

Anyone who is familiar with Douglas Adams’ comic science fction book 
The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy2 knows that the answer to “Universe and 
Everything” is 42. The problem, as the great computer Deep Thought observed, 
was that insuffcient thought was given to the question. The answer, therefore, 
is meaningless. In some cases answers to poor questions can be downright dan-
gerous, setting off a chain of events that compound the original problem. 

You can of course infuence others by providing a clear logic and rationale for 
your suggestions, laying out the facts, explaining the benefts and reassuring 
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people that it is the right course of action. But unless you are a hitherto un-
discovered genius, you will not always know the answer, and when this hap-
pens, you should have the intelligence and humility to lead with powerful and 
considered questions and listen to the answers. Having prior opinions about 
everything is one of the principal characteristics of poor decision-makers. Vic-
tims of ideology or arrogance often talk more than they listen, and fail to ac-
knowledge that on almost every subject, someone else knows more than they 
do. Good decision-makers, by contrast, listen respectfully and range widely to 
seek relevant advice and facts before they form a preliminary view. And when 
they do arrive at a view, they invite challenge to it, before drawing the discus-
sion to a conclusion.3 Darcy Willson-Rymer also advises that in pursuit of un-
derstanding, we “Listen for the principle which is guiding the opposing belief”.4 

You may not even be the one “in charge” but you can still lead with great ques-
tions. Try out a few of the following questions and imagine how they might 
change the course of a conversation or meeting: 

• What if…? 
• Have we considered…? 
• Can you help me understand what you mean when you say…? 
• What have we possibly overlooked? 
• Who else should we invite to be part of this? 
• Is the issue we’re talking about here the real issue? 
• What must be done frst? 
• Can we describe what success looks like for this project? 

This capacity for great questions becomes even more important as you rise 
through an organisation. As you move from functional to general manage-
ment, your narrow expertise becomes less important than insight (Figure 5.2). 
People will still look to you for answers, but the best leaders don’t provide all 
the solutions. Instead, they inspire curiosity, creativity and deeper thinking in 
their employees. And that starts with asking the right questions. 

Encouraging employees to slow down and explain what they’re proposing in 
more detail is a profound skill of senior leaders. You can use phrases like “I won-
der why…” to encourage curiosity and then follow up with “I wonder if things 
could be done differently”. Another extremely simple but profoundly powerful 
question to ask is: “How can I help”? Not only is this question disarming in 
its supportiveness, but it also forces colleagues, direct reports and managers to 
defne the problem, which is the frst step towards owning and solving it. 

Questions also have the advantage of being indirect. They are less likely to 
be taken as an indication of criticism and challenge and rather in the spirit 
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Seniority or 
Responsibility 

Knowledge Source of authority Insight 
Answers Questions 

Figure 5.2 Source of Authority – The Role Of Questioning Insight With Seniority. 

Leading self 

Leading 
others 

Leading a 
department 

Leading a 
function 

Leading an 
enterprise 

of understanding and refning. Statements such as… “The plan won’t work”, 
“we’ve tried this before”, “the process is broken” can make people feel disre-
spected, even threatened. But if the same statements are posed as questions: 
“Can you explain how you will overcome this diffculty”? “We found that didn’t 
work last time, what is different now”?” “What are we trying to achieve so that 
we can make this process better”? Then they often open a dialogue. Statements 
tend to set up an “us” versus “them” dynamic, whereas questions require joint 
exploration. As Jonah Berger observes5: 

Questions shift the listener’s role. Rather than counter-arguing or thinking 
about all the reasons they disagree, they’re sorting through their answer 
to your query and their feelings or opinions on the matter. And this shift 
increases buy-in. It encourages people to commit to the conclusion, because 
while people might not want to follow someone else’s lead, they’re more 
than happy to follow their own. The answer to the question isn’t just any 
answer; it’s their answer, refecting their own personal thoughts, beliefs, and 
preferences. That makes it more likely to drive action. 

The value of curiosity and inquisitiveness is particularly helpful in boundary-
crossing work. It’s nearly impossible to work across boundaries without asking a 
lot of questions. Inquiry is critical because what we see and take for granted on 
one side of an interface is not necessarily the same as what people experience 
on the other side. Leaders with high levels of curiosity are also more likely to 
build networks that span disconnected parts of an organisation, because they 
will seek out colleagues for answers. 
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Not asking questions is a big mistake many professionals make. Experts want to 
offer a solution because that’s what they’re trained to do. And even when we 
do recognise that we don’t know something, we may avoid asking a question 
out of the misguided fear that it will make us look incompetent or weak. In 
fact, the opposite can be true. Voltaire, for example, recommended that we 
judge a man by his questions rather than his answers. Network leaders know 
how to ask deep and powerful generative questions that disrupt and provoke 
peoples thinking, questions that capture their attention and generate options 
and opportunities. 

You do need to be careful, however. Do not make it sound like an interrogation, 
which will only inhibit rather than encourage the development of new per-
spectives. Questions are key to productive work relationships, but only if they 
are driven by a genuine interest in understanding another’s view rather than 
a roundabout way of proving your point. It’s also important to learn how to 
request information in the least biased way possible. This means asking open-
ended questions that minimise preconceptions rather than yes-or-no questions 
that can close dialogue. For example, “What do you see as the key opportunity 
in this environment”? is likely to generate a richer dialogue than “Do you think 
this is the right opportunity to pursue”? 

Bias also plays a part when you listen to people’s answers. It is natural, as conver-
sations unfold, to assume you understand what is being said. But what we hear 
tends to be biased by our expertise and experience. So it’s important to check 
whether you really understand your colleagues’ meaning by playing back to them 
what you just heard by asking confrmatory questions like “This is what I’m hear-
ing … did I miss anything”? or “I think what you said is this … Is that correct”? 

Humility, as Jonathan Deacon observes, “Is borne of the ability to talk with 
anyone at a human level – human scale interaction – not by rank or position”.6 

And asking questions conveys the humility that more and more business lead-
ers and researchers are pointing to as vital to success. A leader can make other 
people feel more comfortable asking questions of their own by openly acknowl-
edging when he or she doesn’t know the answer, and that is where its real 
power comes from. The recognition that problems are increasingly complex 
and challenging, and if we don’t work together, we will end up with answers 
that make no sense or just create new problems. 

Managerial Irreverence 

We also think it is important that managers display a due sense of irreverence 
towards their work and the organisations in which they operate. Managerial 
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Asking the Right Questions7 

US President Obama generated a powerful dialogue through good ques-
tions when, very soon after taking offce in 2009, he was asked by the 
Pentagon to approve a surge of 40,000 extra troops to Afghanistan. To 
the military, the answer was obvious: sign up to a surge of further troops 
into Afghanistan to match the deteriorating situation there. But Colin 
Powell, a former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, advised President Obama: 
“You don’t have to put up with this. These guys work for you. Because 
they’re unanimous in their advice doesn’t make it right”. 

Obama went back to the Pentagon and asked what they thought the 
aim of their efforts was in Afghanistan. This confused the military staffs, 
for they had an aim that addressed the threat that the military faced in 
Afghanistan – defeat the Taliban – not what was in the wider interest 
of the United States. After several months of discussion, with Obama 
holding his thoughts unseen, a better aim emerged that addressed the 
wider issues, and that was to provide security for the Afghan people to 
allow them to develop their broken state in order that the Taliban would 
be rejected. 

Even at this stage, Obama did not agree to a troop surge, although nei-
ther did he rule it out. He started to drill down into what the extra troops 
would be used for without commenting whether the uses were right or 
wrong. This triggered an important further debate about whether the 
way to achieve the now agreed aim would be through counterterrorism 
or counterinsurgency, and if the latter, whether enough troops could be 
surged into Afghanistan to face down such an insurgency. 

Under this latest questioning, the military consensus began to fracture 
and strong positions were taken. Obama continued to support the Chair-
man of the Joint Chiefs, but also asked for the views of the NSC Adviser 
and the individual Service Chiefs. He got different answers from all of 
them, including his own Vice-President Joe Biden, an articulate supporter 
of a limited counterterrorism strategy. By this time, all concerned realised 
that a trivial answer would just not be accepted and a vigorous debate 
ensued, reaching down into the middle ranks of the military staff. Finally, 
a completely different package was submitted to the President – one that 
contained several genuine options. 

The result was that the US presence in Afghanistan was more purposeful, 
with the feld commanders having a much better idea of the outcome they 
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were trying to achieve. It led to General Stanley McChrystal, the coali-
tion commander in Kabul, turning the existing approach on its head and 
eschewing violence in preference to “courageous constraint”. It alerted 
the Pentagon to diffculties that were going to arise downstream, but they 
were no longer travelling blindfolded. 

All this was achieved by a President who had no military experience but 
with the ability to ask the right questions, supported by an expert military 
staff capable of debate. 

irreverence is not disrespect or discourtesy, but a healthy understanding about 
what is possible through the formal organisation and the principles of ration-
ality. Butcher and Clarke8 see it as a perspective essential to political com-
petence, which constructive leader-politicians use to question and challenge 
from a position of benevolence towards those still caught in the hierarchical 
and rational mind-set. 

The analogy they use is the way children, as they develop, discover their par-
ents to be fawed role models of adulthood. But diffcult as this insight may be 
for some young people to reconcile with the image they hold of their parents, 
it does not follow that they lose respect for them or for the institution of par-
enthood. Irreverence and respect can coexist, but respect is no longer uncondi-
tional and unquestioning. It is, instead, founded on balanced judgement rather 
than received values alone. Butcher and Clarke describe this constructive use 
of organisational politics as the principled use of power.9 

The key to constructive politics is to act on a personal agenda, your manifesto, 
in a way that balances self-interest, views and values with those of others. To 
be ethical, personal gain must be in the service of others. Constructive politics 
is the process by which diverse interests and stakeholders may be reconciled 
in organisations, implicitly balancing the need for coherence and diversity. 
Butcher and Clarke describe four components, which resonate with Network 
Leadership: 

1. Conceptual Understanding: evaluating the complexity of the infuence 
process and the role of motives; evaluating the different barriers to organi-
sational relationships; the mechanisms and value of lobbying formally and 
informally; and identifying and cultivating pockets of good practice. 

2. Social Understanding: stakeholder knowledge, knowing the agendas and 
motivations of key players; organisational knowledge, knowing who makes 
key decisions and how; and business environment knowledge, knowing the 
critical organisational issues. 
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3. Social Skills: persuasive presentation and developing collaborative out-
comes through personal enthusiasm, suggestion, logical connection and 
disclosure of motives; productive challenge, causing others to analyse their 
motives; and reading others through continual observation of the motives 
and actions of others. 

4. Self-understanding, in terms of balanced motives, considering personal, col-
legial and organisational motivations, but critically a sense of “managerial 
irreverence”, which is a healthy scepticism about what is possible in formal 
organisations. 

Such maturity of perspective about the values of rational organisation is es-
sential to political competence, but they acknowledge it is hard won. It clearly 
requires more than being prepared to adopt an anti-formal organisation stance 
and engage in cynicism or subterfuge. Radicalism is rarely the answer in organ-
isational contexts because revolutionaries are easily marginalised, patronised 
and dismissed as incompetents. After all, it is always easier to take an extreme 
position and vilify your rivals than it is to maintain a strong position while 
honouring and trusting the intentions of those who oppose you. 

The foregoing discussion has attempted to elaborate some of the core skills 
and attributes of leaders who are able to lead beyond their authority. We now 
want to investigate how these abilities might be applied in the context of the 
complex or wicked problems we discussed in Part One. 
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Dealing with Wicked Problems 

In Using the Outdoors for Management Development and Teambuilding,1 Creswick 
and Williams devised a four-box model to describe the relationship between 
problems and solutions, specifcally, problems known and unknown versus 
solutions known and unknown (Figure 5.3). 

Putting this model alongside our own experience and work with leaders, man-
agers and senior teams led the authors to develop a model which attempts to 
match different leadership approaches with the differing needs of each Box 
(Figure 5.4). 

Box 1 represents the easiest situation to operate in, where both problems and 
solutions are clearly known. In Box 2, while the problem may be known, the 
solution is unknown. And in Box 3, we enter an area of maximum uncer-
tainty in which both the problem and solution are unknown, the domain of 
the “wicked problem” we discussed earlier. Finally, there is the oddity of Box 
4, in which the problem is unknown and yet a solution is available. This is 

Unknown 
Solution 2 3 

Known 
Solution 1 4 

Known Problem  Unknown Problem 

Figure 5.3 Problems and Solutions. 
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Unknown 
Solution 

2 3 

Known 
Solution 

1 4 
Tactical 

Role Clarity 

Problem Solving 
Decision Making 

Creativity 
Intuition and Innovation 

Threshold of 
VUCA 

Organising Style – Management Organising Style – Leadership 

Organising Style – Administration 

Known Problem Unknown Problem 

Figure 5.4 Approaches to Problems and Solutions. 

intriguing and we liken this to trying to use the same solution whatever the 
problem, rather like the saying, “If you only have a hammer then every problem 
looks like a nail”. 

Box 1, we suggest, requires good administration, placing people and resources 
against the known elements of a problem. Business and military systems often 
include repetitive tasks and problems and have a standard operating process in 
place to reduce time spent reinventing the wheel and more time doing produc-
tive work. In Box 2, we need management to co-ordinate the various moving 
parts and work towards identifying a solution. In Box 3, however, when uncer-
tainty is greatest and neither the problem nor the solution is in sight, innova-
tion, strategic insight and leadership become necessary. 

This is not the domain of puzzles, diffculties from which escapes are thought to 
be known, but of mysteries for which Revan’s action learning was intended for 
addressing problems or opportunities: 

about which no single course of action is to be justifed by any code of 
programmed knowledge, so that different managers, all reasonable, expe-
rienced and sober, might set out by treating them in markedly different 

2ways. 

Action learning is for intractable or novel situations where there is no single 
right answer and the biggest danger in such situations is to act on the basis of 
thinking we know what to do or on the advice of those who think they know, 
instead of starting with a process of questioning inquiry. 

What also becomes apparent is that once above the midway line, above Boxes 1 
and 4, leaders and managers cross a threshold of uncertainty and, as they move 
further towards Box 3, the uncertainty increases. In presenting and discuss-
ing the model with a variety of clients, it appears that, as far as possible, our 
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instinct is to drive anti-clockwise from Box 3 to Box 1, from maximum uncer-
tainty to maximum certainty. 

Equally, however, true empowerment is only possible when we cross the thresh-
old of uncertainty. Leaders and managers need to have some degree of discretion 
to be empowered – what can we really be empowered to do if the problem and 
solution are already known? And at an organisational level, rapidly changing 
markets, unexpected events and the general quickening of everything means 
more organisations are reluctantly fnding themselves in Box 3. 

Smaller companies may be able to cope better in Box 3 because of their ability 
to move quickly, and with less history, they may be able to extrapolate more 
broadly than their larger competitors. But increasingly, managers must operate 
in Box 3, spending time investigating the future to see what it might hold, de-
ciding upon a course of action with imperfect knowledge and then taking their 
people with them. Leadership is, after all, often about taking people to places 
they have never been.3 In the past, organisations could reasonably predict and 
create their own futures. However, with fewer certainties and fewer ready solu-
tions, the challenge now is to develop leaders and strategies that balance tar-
geted achievement with organisational alignment. 

Leaders, followers and organisational structures need to be aligned to enable 
them to operate in Box 3 when appropriate. Unfortunately, hierarchies, ap-
praisal systems and performance-related pay often concern themselves with 
only that which is measurable, which tends to be the preserve of Box 1 and, 
to an extent, Box 2, despite espousing visions and values from Box 3. As pre-
viously suggested, leaders could usefully, therefore, spend more time thinking, 
deciding when and how they should divide their time and energy between the 
boxes and how to handle uncertainty. 

Resolving Wicked Problems 

In the frst place, wicked problems require holistic rather than linear thinking: 
grasping the big picture and attempting to identify the full range of interre-
lationships between causal factors and policy objectives. But for those who 
work in large organisations, it also requires an understanding of their own 
structural limitations. As discussed earlier, for reasons of history and effciency, 
bureaucracies tend to be stove piped. Going “outside your lane” is frowned 
upon and protecting those boundaries is often deemed a success. Problemati-
cally, resources tend to follow bureaucratic lanes, and even when the need for 
a holistic solution is recognised, it is often the case that resources cannot be 
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easily transferred to where they would have greatest impact, because groups 
hoard them in pursuit of their own narrow objectives. 

Resolution of such problems therefore means devising a strategy that copes 
reasonably with the issue (the wicked problem itself) and halts enough of the 
antagonistic and destructive behaviours (bureaucracy and politics) in order to 
create a solution that is “good enough” (i.e. more good than bad outcomes). 
Nancy Roberts, Professor Emerita in the Department of Defense Analysis at 
the United States Naval Postgraduate School, has identifed three such ap-
proaches: authoritative, competitive and collaborative.4 

Authoritative strategies involve putting problem solving into the hands of a 
few stakeholders who have the authority to defne the problem and come up 
with the solution. This has the advantage of reducing problem complexity, as 
it eliminates many of the competing points of view, but has the disadvantage 
that those charged with solving the problem may not have an appreciation of 
all the perspectives needed to tackle the problem. 

Competitive strategies attempt to solve wicked problems by pitting opposing 
points of view against each other, requiring parties that hold these views to 
come up with their preferred solutions (essentially going with the fow of or-
ganisational politics and stovepipes). The advantage of this approach is that 
different solutions can be weighed against each other and the best one chosen. 
The disadvantage is that this adversarial approach creates a confrontational 
environment in which knowledge sharing is discouraged. Consequently, the 
parties involved may not have the opportunity or incentive to come up with 
the best possible solution. 

In contrast, collaborative approaches assume a win-win, aiming to engage all 
stakeholders to fnd the best possible solution for all. Typically, this will involve 
meetings in which issues and ideas are discussed and a common approach is 
formulated. Alliances, partnerships and joint ventures are all variations of this 
theme. The disadvantage with this approach is that adding more stakeholders 
increases transactional costs (more meetings, more people and more time to 
communicate and get agreement). And as numbers grow, so does the diffculty 
of achieving synergy. In addition, the skills required for collaboration are often 
limited, especially in hierarchical organisations and systems, and these take 
time and resources to acquire. Critically, dialogue can turn into debate and 
positions can harden, turning it into a protracted competitive confict in which 
there is no guarantee that the outcome will be satisfactory for everyone. 

The key to success, Roberts suggests, is to blend the three strategies, allowing 
greater fexibility and more effective approaches to achieving “good enough” 
solutions. But this requires leadership, specifcally, leaders who can elicit 
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different solutions (competitive approach), get everyone around the table to 
agree a “good enough” solution (collaborative approach) and then enforce it 
if necessary (authoritative approach). In every case, the “solutions” should be 
adaptive but enduring, recognising the very different interests of the relevant 
stakeholders, expecting that the nature of the problem will change over time 
and that success is not assured. 

Fundamentally, leaders must get comfortable with relinquishing control and 
enabling others. Leaders must recognise they can’t do and know everything 
anymore. They need to shift away from being the person who leads and di-
rects everyone to being someone who pulls in information and ideas and shares 
them, allowing others to accomplish tasks. Progressive leaders rely on their 
teams’ expertise, experience and knowledge. They assign decision-making 
rights and planning activities to key managers and employees, who are closer 
to where work gets done. They recognise that organisational agility is a product 
of empowerment. In the military it is called mission command. 

Mission Command 

By the 1940s, the British Army was learning from bitter experience that the 
nature of warfare had changed and a different, more dynamic kind of leadership 
was needed. They had seen how the exceptional effectiveness of the German 
army depended not on rigid implementation of battle plans, but rather on de-
centralisation of decision-making and fexibility amid the fog of war. And the 
more complex the battlefeld, the more important it was to free offcers and 
non-commissioned offcers (NCOs) from the constraints of centralised com-
mand and control. 

The British Jungle Book manual of 19435 instructed that command must be de-
centralised because junior leaders will be confronted with situations in which 
they must make decisions and act without delay on their own responsibility. 
In other words, leaders should be empowered to make decisions in the face of 
rapidly changing situations because they were best placed to see what was hap-
pening. Similarly, in the European Theatre of Operations, US General George 
S. Patton advised his commanders: 

Never tell people how to do things. Tell them what to do, and they will 
surprise you with their ingenuity. 

This contrasted with much extant British military doctrine. British Army suc-
cess in the Second World War was largely about focusing huge resources on a 
smaller enemy and wearing them down through attrition. Battles were fought 
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top-down so that everyone knew exactly what was required of them and how 
to achieve it. In short, everyone knew their place. Montgomery called it “a tidy 
battlefeld” and described the process as the “orchestra of war”, with the general 
conducting and all the different instruments doing exactly what they were told. 

This culture of top-down direction continued into the Cold War, not least in 
the Falklands War of 1982, where the British Army found that soldiers were 
waiting to be told exactly what to do in circumstances where casualties might 
have been avoided had they been more proactive. Consequently, during the 
1980s, the British Army radically redesigned the way decisions were made and 
how offcers were empowered to make rapid decisions in order to disrupt the 
enemy, operating at such a high tempo that their cohesion was disrupted and 
they began to fall apart. And this was achieved by encouraging junior com-
manders to adjust their response should the situation change, without having 
to ask for further orders. Which, in turn, relied upon them understanding the 
commander’s intent – the ultimate aim of the operation. 

The focus for training was helping commanders to understand how to think, 
not what to think. How to fnd a solution, instead of being told what to do, 
which would not work in a fast-paced environment, where orders from the 
chain of command might be redundant before they were even delivered. Mis-
sion command provided a framework for problem solving and decision-making 
that outlined the constraints placed upon commanders, such as time, space and 
the materials provided, but allowed them to be creative within those parame-
ters and adjust should the situation change, as it invariably would. 

For example, before Mission Command, a junior commander might have been 
ordered to “take and hold that bridge by 0400 tomorrow”, but with the new 
orders framework he would be told to “secure that bridge by 0400 tomorrow, 
in order for the rest of the force to cross the river by the close of day tomor-
row”. Now, if the situation changes, the bridge is demolished by the enemy, for 
instance, and the commander knows that his mission isn’t over because there 
may be another way to cross the river. After all, the aim of the operation was 
to cross the river, not simply take the bridge. With the overriding purpose of 
the mission in mind, the commander is able to adapt without seeking further 
orders.6 

But in order for that to happen, the army had to introduce standardized pro-
cesses for the way it planned, the way it gave direction and the way it commu-
nicated the commander’s intent. To become more agile, the Army needed to be 
thinking the same way and speaking the same language. To do this, the Army 
focused on mission planning, which is common to all military operations, and 
came up with a standardised set of seven planning questions across the en-
tire organization.7 Paradoxically, standardizing mission planning allowed far 
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greater fexibility, because commanders felt confdent to make decisions know-
ing they could trust that everyone else not only understood the aim, but also 
shared their way of thinking about the problem. 

A focus on process, instead of outcomes, is not normally recommended, but 
when we are confronted by uncertainty or pursuing something so big that we 
don’t even know where to begin, it is helpful to focus on a process that will help 
us frame the problem and identify possible solutions. A good process, based on 
sound questions, provides a guide to help us arrive at good enough solutions. 

Notes 

1 Creswick, C. and Williams, R. (1979). Using the Outdoors for Management Develop-
ment and Team Building. Food, Drink & Tobacco ITB, Gloucester. 

2 Revans, R. (2011). ABC of Action Learning. Farnham: Gower, p. 4. 
3 Kouzes, J. and Posner, B. (1987). The Leadership Challenge: How to Get Extraordinary 

Things Done in Organizations. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 
4 Roberts, N. (2000). Wicked Problems and Network Approaches to Resolution. 

(online) International Public Management Review, 1(1). Available at https://journals. 
sfu.ca/ipmr/index.php/ipmr/article/view/175 (accessed 17 April 2021). 

5 The Jungle Book, Military Training Pamphlet No. 9 (India), was a military training 
manual to assist commanders in preparing their units for Jungle Battle in East Asia 
and Asia Pacifc region. The title, as you may have guessed, is a nod to Rudyard 
Kipling’s Jungle Book (1894). 

6 McKinsey Quarterly. (2019). How the British Army’s Operations Went Agile. (online) 
Available at https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-
insights/how-the-british-armys-operations-went-agile (accessed 17 April 2021). 

7 The seven questions are: What is the situation and how does it affect me? What 
have I been told to do and why? What effects do I need to achieve and what di-
rection must I give to develop my plan? Where can I best accomplish each action/ 
effect? What resources do I need to accomplish each action/effect? When and 
where do the actions take place in relation to each other? What control measures 
do I need to impose? 

https://journals.sfu.ca
https://journals.sfu.ca
http://www.mckinsey.com
http://www.mckinsey.com


 

   
   

 

 
 

Summary 

People who can lead beyond their authority are able to produce change beyond 
their inner network. It is leadership in the raw, primitive leadership, stripped 
of hierarchical badges of rank, title and position and depending instead upon 
who you are, what you know and what you can fnd out, not what your title says 
you are. It depends upon your qualities as an individual, your strategic insight 
to seek out and chase opportunities and, crucially, an ability to connect people 
and build relationships towards the achievement of shared goals. 

There was perhaps a time, if you were in a position of authority, when you could 
simply announce what needed to be done and assume it would be carried out. 
But times have changed. Apart from the simplest of challenges (known prob-
lem, known solution), it no longer suffces to just tell people what to do. Mys-
teries, complex or wicked problems, require that we make the most of informal 
networks of human connection. The alternative, rigidly hierarchical systems 
that replicate parent–child relationships run the risk of creating dependency. 
They sap individual initiative and worse yet, authority-based systems are a 
breeding ground for egotism and the abuse of power, which make them prone 
to becoming oppressive work environments, sacrifcing connective value for a 
veneer of control. 

Leading without relying on formal or positional authority is a higher evolution-
ary skill. It supports relationships based on mutual objectives and creates work 
environments grounded in respect for human dignity. Specifcally, it is the abil-
ity to get people who don’t necessarily work for you, those over whom you have 
no formal, positional or hierarchical authority, to contribute fully to achieving 
a shared outcome. They may be peers, hierarchical leaders or other stakehold-
ers, it doesn’t matter. Whoever they are it requires a different approach to lead-
ership founded on connection and collaboration, not direction and control. 

Connection, networking and the development of strong personal relation-
ships are the linchpins of accomplished leaders and successful organisations. 
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We should not think of networking as a manipulative strategy, the preserve of 
sycophants and those who take advantage of others’ talents, but rather embrace 
networking as the art of connecting for mutual beneft. The pursuit of your 
personal manifesto need not be a zero-sum game. 

Nothing exists in isolation, least of all human beings, and we live in times of 
unprecedented technological interconnection, exemplifed by the small world 
connections of social media, such as Facebook and LinkedIn. Network Leaders 
understand that networks function upon the mutual need for understanding 
and a sense of identity, and as a result they invest the time and energy required 
to build trusting relationships that will ultimately pay dividends. Instead of 
viewing networking as a necessary evil, they perceive it as an opportunity to 
spread and share best practice and new ideas. 

Leadership Questions 

Before answering these questions revisit your personal manifesto or think about 
your purpose and what you are trying to achieve: 

1. Where will you fnd the boundaries and edges? 
2. How can you fnd time to think? 
3. What are your “if only” statements? 
4. How can you challenge your assumptions and self-imposed constraints to 

turn “if only” into an active statement beginning with “If I…” or “If we…”? 



http://taylorandfrancis.com


Part VI 

Restless Persuasion 

Every great story has a hero who overcomes the obstacles in their path, and it 
is the obstacles that make the hero. Restless persuasion describes the energy 
and resilience to keep going despite the obstacles in your path: the micro level 
barriers thrown up by individual and group dynamics; the meso barriers within 
organisations and communities, the silos and organisational antibodies that re-
ject change; and the macro, large-scale social processes of stability and change, 
such as culture and Covid-19. 

Restless persuasion has two components: “restlessness’ which describes a con-
stant state of agitation and “persuasion” being the ability to encourage and en-
list those around you in your endeavour. Great Network Leaders have a dogged 
energy that keeps them going over, under, through or around obstacles and all 
the while bringing people with them. 

Leaders grow through overcoming challenges, and they may feel uncomfort-
able and perhaps, at times, scared. But that is how we all grow and develop, 
leaders included. The distinction is that proven and effective leaders often 
thrive in the face of uncertainty and setbacks. Restless persuasion also denotes 
a disposition towards feeling comfortable in chaos, a capacity to revel amid 
crises and the baffing complexity of wicked problems. Such leaders recognise 
that interesting things come from the edge; that there is a sweet spot between 
the known and unknown where amazing things happen; and that they can 
linger there without panicking. And as leaders, they help others to linger there 
too, supporting and encouraging people to live, grow and work productively in 
a context of uncertainty. But they are also impatient. 

Leaders are impatient to get things done, the leader’s personal manifesto of 
things they believe to be important, necessary and right. It is a relentless re-
solve to push the boundaries of what can be achieved. On occasion, such 
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leaders may wish to do something that it is simply impossible or reckless, and 
they need the self-control to recognise this, but there are other times when the 
leader knows something can and must be done, and everyone just needs to em-
brace their fears and work harder to make it happen. That’s when leaders drive 
their followers to achieve more than they, and the public at large, ever thought 
possible. Examples abound, think of Mahatma Gandhi, Emmeline Pankhurst, 
Winston Churchill, Margaret Thatcher, Nelson Mandela and more recently 
entrepreneurs like Steve Jobs, Elon Musk and Jeff Bezos. Jayne-Anne Gadhia 
makes a broader point with regard to women when she observes: “Women in 
power is outside of what is considered normal. Women are dismissed unless 
they are unreasonable. You only get noticed by being controversial”.1 

Samantha Power became the US ambassador to the UN under the Obama ad-
ministration. She started her career as a journalist and in 1993 without proper 
credentials rented a car and drove across the border into Sarajevo to interview 
Bosnian military leaders. She documented the massacre of civilians and sol-
diers through the confict and became a passionate and committed journalist 
compelled to report and try to prevent genocide. When appointed UN Am-
bassador by Obama, she notes in her biography that he “seemed to want my 
perspective and my sense of urgency in the mix”.2 Compelled by an inner sense 
of justice, she was never afraid to talk, write and campaign. The fnal words of 
her book capture the essence of restless persuasion: “People who care, act, and 
refuse to give up may not change the world, but they can change many indi-
vidual worlds”. 

Winston Churchill was notable for his powers of restless persuasion, whether it 
was pursuing opportunities for military adventure as a young army offcer and 
journalist or throughout his political career in backing the maintenance of free 
trade; supporting the introduction of general unemployment beneft; advocat-
ing on behalf of the Royal Navy; opposing Nazi Germany and his continued 
calls for British rearmament during the 1930s; and ultimately his unfagging 
resolve as wartime leader of Britain. All of which were underpinned by deeply 
held moral beliefs as a libertarian: preaching the values of democratically 
elected government, the rule of law and the freedom of the individual. As John 
Keegan observes: 

without his determination, conceived at the confict’s outset and sustained 
throughout its long and turbulent course, to ‘wage war’; without his convic-
tion, during the eighteen months of ‘standing alone’, that allies would be 
found to redress the balance of German military power; without his belief 
that evil would not triumph over good and that his country embodied vir-
tue; without his restless energy and relentless will, the harvest of victory 
would not have been brought in.3 
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And yet, he was a diffcult man. He had few genuine friends, was diffcult to 
live with, made political enemies and was prone to fights of strategic fancy. 
As General Sir Alan Brooke, his military Chief of Staff for much of the war, 
observed, Churchill had ten ideas every day, one good, the rest bad and most of 
Alan Brooke’s time and energy was spent discrediting the bad ideas. Churchill 
could be unreasonable, but he was invaluable as Britain’s wartime leader. 

Similarly, as Meryn King and John Kay relate,4 “Steve Jobs failed to conform 
to the conventional depiction of rational behaviour under uncertainty. Just 
as Churchill became premier with no specifc plan for how the war would de-
velop, Jobs returned to Apple content to wait for ‘the next big thing’” and an 
approach to leadership that was “a confounding melange of a charismatic rhe-
torical style, indomitable will, and eagerness to bend any fact to ft the purpose 
at hand”. They also shared an incredible resilience to uncertainty and setbacks. 

As George Bernard Shaw observed, “The reasonable man adapts himself to the 
world: the unreasonable one persists in trying to adapt the world to himself. 
Therefore all progress depends on the unreasonable man [or woman]”. 

Notes 

1 Interview with the authors, 22 March 2021. See Appendix 2 Leader Biographies. 
2 Power, S. (2020). Education of an Idealist: A Memoir. New York: Dey Street Books. 
3 Keegan, J. (2002). Churchill. London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, p. 9. 
4 Kay, J. and King, M. (2020). Radical Uncertainty: Decision-Making for an Unknowa-

ble Future. London: The Bridge Street Press, p. 169. 
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Resilience 

For most of us, life has become increasingly demanding, presenting us with 
evermore complex challenges at a relentless pace, fuelled by tools allowing 
instant communication and working from anywhere. Most employees are now 
only an email or instant message away from their manager and work is in-
creasingly omnipresent in our lives. With many working from home during the 
Covid-19 pandemic, managers and co-workers, who were once in the offce or 
down the hall, are now in our living room, kitchen, bedroom or wherever we 
can fnd a quiet place to work. Add in personal and family needs and it’s easy 
to feel overwhelmed. 

The negative effects of this “always-on” lifestyle were becoming apparent even be-
fore the pandemic, with research demonstrating higher levels of stress and burnout, 
alongside spousal resentment and work-family confict increasing as work commit-
ments progressively impinged on family time. In their book, Immunity to Change, 
Harvard Professors Robert Kegan and Lisa Laskow Lahey discuss how the increase 
in complexity associated with modern life has left many of us reeling.1 The com-
plexity of the world is exceeding our “complexity of mind”, overwhelming our 
ability to cope and still be effective. It has nothing to do with how intelligent we 
are, but with our ability to make sense of the world and how we operate in it. 

While this kind of overwork is not ideal, there are undoubtedly situations in 
which it becomes a necessity or makes personal sense. But in the longer term, 
the cognitive impact of feeling perpetually overwhelmed ranges from mental 
slowness to confusion, forgetfulness, diffculty concentrating or thinking log-
ically and an impaired ability to solve problems. When we have too many 
demands on our thinking over an extended period, chronic fatigue makes us 
prone to distractions and our thinking less agile. To survive we need to develop 
resilience. The diffculty is that being resilient is often mistaken for robustness. 

To be robust is to be strong and healthy and rests on the resistance of a system 
to change but with the crucial addendum – without adapting its initial stable 

DOI: 10.4324/9781003092582-32 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003092582-32


 

 
 

220 Rest less  Persuas ion 

confguration, think of the Pyramids of Giza, which have survived 4,500 years 
but look visibly decayed, what will they look like in another 1,000 years? Resil-
ience, however, is about reconfguring and adapting to change or damage, like 
bacteria. 

When we resolve to be more resilient and mentally strong, we often adopt a 
robust grit and determination approach. That is, we believe the more we put 
our noses to the grindstone and endure, the stronger and tougher we’ll be-
come. Think of a marathon runner straining themselves over the last mile. But 
resilience, just like sport, isn’t just about endurance during the race, it’s also 
about how you recuperate and recharge between races. Grit and determination 
without rest and recuperation lead to injury and burnout. To an athlete, rest is 
as important as physical activity because that is when muscles adapt and recon-
fgure so they can give of their best when it’s required. 

Some of the best work we have found on resilience, which resonates powerfully 
with Network Leadership, has been developed by the Roffey Park Institute.2 In 
a research report written by Dan Lucy, Meysam Poorkavoos and Arun Thomp-
son, they identify fve key capabilities for building resilience.3 This was devel-
oped in response to an identifed need in organisations to equip their leaders 
with the ability to be more resilient and adaptable in the face of more frequent 
and disruptive change. It accords extremely well with our views on how to 
support and enable more effective responses to the ambiguity and turbulence 
of the modern business world, which they too note has been dubbed a VUCA 
world (Volatile, Uncertain, Complex and Ambiguous). 

Through a survey of over 1,000 managers, they explored how current UK man-
agers perceived their own resilience capabilities, identifying areas of strength 
and relative weakness. Their results suggested that managers struggled most 
with managing the boundary between work and home life and taking steps to 
maintain their levels of physical energy. Drawing upon a wide range of litera-
ture about resilience, from developmental psychology through to social neuro-
science, they went on to develop a theory of resilience focused on capabilities 
and the dynamic interaction of the individual with his or her environment. 
An exploration that culminated in the development of a model of personal re-
silience. The fve key capabilities are perspective; emotional intelligence; pur-
pose, values and strengths; connections; and managing physical energy. Here, 
we will use them as a backdrop to restless persuasion. 

Perspective is the capability to step back from a challenging situation, to 
“accept rather than deny its negative aspects whilst fnding opportunity and 
meaning in the midst of adversity”. Finding opportunity, they believe, “spurs 
active striving, the setting of goals and the taking of action to achieve them”, 
while at the same time allowing us to expand the range of options open to us. 
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Perspective empowers us to recognise opportunities rather than being disabled 
by risk and threat. Crucially, “the act of gaining perspective allows resilient 
people to focus their efforts on those things they can change and accept those 
things they cannot”. 

Emotional intelligence, to which we have already alluded, is frst and foremost 
about being aware of your own emotions and being able to regulate them – 
“not being overtaken by our emotions but allowing space and time to process 
them”. Resilient leaders, however, are also aware of emotions and needs of 
others which makes them socially skilled and able to navigate social situations, 
while also being compassionate towards others as well as themselves. In other 
words, they recognise when recuperation is necessary, giving time to others and 
taking time for themselves. 

Purpose, values and strengths combine our belief in the importance of a per-
sonal moral framework guiding a leader’s actions and a clear sense of purpose 
(a personal manifesto) that is congruent with those values and provides us with 
the strength to hold to those values “when all around there is change”. 

Connections is wholly in accord with the power of positive actor-networks, 
identifying that “leaders who are able to stay resilient in challenging times 
have a wide network of friends and colleagues to draw on, both to get things 
done and to provide support”. It also recognises “that connections are not only 
one way … there is a great deal of evidence to support the strength that helping 
others give us”. 

Finally, managing physical energy, which discusses “keeping physically ft, eat-
ing well, and giving ourselves the time away from work to engage in activities 
we enjoy and recuperate enables us to maintain our energy levels”. A big part 
of recharging is about fnding periods of time for mental decompression. Taking 
a holiday or at least a day off is ideal, but you can also make simple adjustments 
at work that will allow you to turn off and recharge your mental energy. Experts 
recommend a cognitive break every 90 minutes (at least) to allow you to boost 
your mental batteries during the day. Eating lunch away from your desk can 
also help, as can taking a walk during your breaks instead of scrolling through 
the news on your phone. 

A key component of these fve capabilities is that they can be learnt and they 
are interrelated. Developing capabilities in one domain is likely to have positive 
benefts in some or all the other domains. They give the example of connecting 
with others, which allows us to maintain our perspective and generate options 
for solving problems that we experience. Equally, engaging in physical activity 
often provides the opportunity to connect with others. If you are interested, 
their research has led to the development of an online Resilience Capability 
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Index (RCI), available through Roffey Park’s website,4 which managers can 
use to assess their own resilience capabilities alongside practical suggestions on 
what they might do to boost their capacity for resilience. 

Notes 

1 Kegan, R. and Laskow Lahey, L. (2009). Immunity to Change: How to Overcome It 
and Unlock the Potential in Yourself and Your Organization (Leadership for the Common 
Good). Brighton, MA: Harvard Business Review Press. 

2 Roffey Park Institute www.roffeypark.ac.uk. 
3 Lucy, D., Poorkavoos, M. and Thompson, A. (2018). Building Resilience: Five Key 

Capabilities. (online) Available at www.roffeypark.ac.uk/knowledge-and-learning-
resources-hub/building-resilience-fve-key-capabilities/ (accessed 17 April 2021). 

4 Op cit. www.roffeypark.com/rci. 
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Being Comfortable in Chaos 

“Chaos isn’t a pit. Chaos is a ladder”, says Petyr Baelish in Game of Thrones.1 

What Baelish means is that where there is confusion, where things become 
uncertain and formal social structures are fuid and unstable, it is easier to shift 
your position to a more powerful one. Baelish loves disruption and disorder 
because it provides him, someone with little formal or positional authority, the 
opportunity to climb the social hierarchy and gain more power. Now, just to 
be clear, we do not condone the pursuit of power for power’s sake or for selfsh 
gain. However, we do believe that success as a leader requires that you are as 
adept in the volatile and uncertain world of wicked problems and informal 
social networks as you are in the formal confnes of tame problems and the 
corporate hierarchy. 

Conversely, Ruthanne Huising’s study highlighted just how infrequently we 
recognise how poorly designed and managed many of our organisations really 
are, we simply do not understand the system.2 Ironically, this may be a good 
thing. Not acknowledging the dysfunction of existing routines may in fact pro-
tect us from seeing how much of our work is wasted effort. In conclusion, she 
writes: 

Knowledge of the systems we work in can be a source of power, yes. But 
when you realize you can’t affect the big changes your organization needs, it 
can also be a source of alienation. 

In our experience, the qualities that enable people to lead beyond their formal 
and positional authority come to nothing if individuals are alienated or uncom-
fortable operating in the complexity and confusion of the outer and peripheral 
networks, the informal and often hidden substructures that exist within and 
around all organisations. In fact, the best Network Leaders are not just com-
fortable in this environment, they thrive in it. They revel in the turbulence 
at the interfaces and edges where different people, processes and philosophies 
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collide. Just as in Poker, almost anything can happen, so a player must cope 
with uncertainty. The best poker players take advantage of the uncertainty 
and make it work for them by identifying patterns in the environment (the 
behaviour of other players). They recognise that bad luck is part of the game 
and the best you can do is try to make the right decisions given the inevitable 
ambiguity. 

Another way to describe it is that Network Leaders are comfortable in situa-
tions of dynamic stability. Most people want stability, but the time of static stabil-
ity has gone; instead, we must adapt to dynamic stability, in which, like riding a 
bicycle, you cannot stand still (because you will fall off), but once you are moving 
it becomes easier. It is not our natural state, but we must learn to exist within it. 
To use another analogy, the worst thing you can do while white water rafting is 
to stick your paddle in the water to try and slow yourself down, you will capsize. 
Instead, stability requires that you go as fast, or faster, than the water that is 
carrying you while taking advantage of any periods of calm to think and prepare 
yourself for the next piece of white water which may be just around the corner. 

But embracing such instability and complexity is not just a cognitive chal-
lenge, it is also emotional. It’s about learning to manage negative emotions, 
such as anger, fear and anxiety, when confronted by complex and uncertain 
situations. When we move into the fght, fight or fright state (such as crisis), 
our vision literally narrows, our prefrontal cortex begins to shut down and we 
become more reactive and less capable of refection. Reacting to our primal 
emotions for survival tend to make us one-dimensional and in these moments 
our attention automatically shifts from focusing on the task at hand to physi-
cally defending ourselves or, as is more likely in the modern world, our sense of 
self and what we believe to be true. 

Quite simply, the brain signals threats to our deeply held beliefs in the same 
way that it signals threats to physical safety. As far as his brain is concerned, 
you may as well be brandishing an axe when you question your colleague’s 
deeply held beliefs about the appropriate strategy. So tread lightly. But this 
awareness is also the frst step in helping us to modulate our own inclination to 
attack, blame or scapegoat others and instead turn inward to restore a state of 
equilibrium and measured thinking. 

The Amygdala Hijack 

Stress, as we all know, is the confusion created when one’s mind tries desper-
ately to override the body’s desire to scream, punch the wall or choke the living 
daylights out of someone who desperately needs it – or words to that effect 
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(there are more precise clinical descriptions available). If you’ve felt that type 
of stress, you were in the midst of an amygdala hijack. The term derives from 
the work of Daniel Goleman in his 1996 book Emotional Intelligence: Why It 
Can Matter More Than IQ,3 and describes an emotional response to a situation 
which is immediate, overwhelming and out of proportion to the actual stim-
ulus. Out of proportion because it is a survival response, and these days the 
threats we face tend to be psychological not physical. 

The “hijack” takes place because our emotional brain processes information 
milliseconds faster than the rational brain and can therefore act before any 
direction from the rational, thinking brain is received. Which is useful when 
facing a sabre-toothed tiger, but less so when facing an aggravating problem or 
an annoying colleague. The problem, as most of us have probably experienced, 
is that it can lead us to react irrationally and detrimentally, lashing out frst 
and regretting it later or freezing and not acting at all: overwhelmed by events 
and paralysed with uncertainty. But, as previously stated, the frst step to con-
trolling our emotions is to name the problem. Well we’ve done that and it’s 
called the “amygdala hijack”. The second step is to understand it. 

The human brain has reached a level of complexity that, as far as we know, is 
unparalleled in our universe. It has ensured that we have outcompeted all our 
competitors, including other human species, to become the most successful and 
dominant species our planet has ever known. But the brain is far from perfect 
and it suffers from its evolution, which in construction terms could be described 
as a renovation project rather than a new build. Imagine a building that began 
as a wooden hut (our reptilian brain), which then had a stone extension at-
tached to it, on top of which was erected a frst foor made of brick (our mamma-
lian brain), to which was added a second foor of concrete, glass and steel (our 
human brain), while running through it are the remnants of older plumbing, 
heating and wiring systems that have not been replaced, but simply repaired, 
adapted, extended to accommodate the renovations or simply forgotten. 

Consequently, despite our logical, analytical and innovative powers (those as-
pects of our human brain that set us apart from other species), we still share the 
primal and emotional instincts of other animals. Of which the primary concern 
is survival. To ensure our survival, the amygdala, which sits in our mammalian 
or limbic middle brain, is constantly scanning the environment for threats, and 
if it detects one, it takes over the rest of the brain. It cannot, however, differ-
entiate a 50,000 bc threat from a 21st century one like our rational, thinking 
“human” brain can. 

For the limbic brain, the identifcation of a “threat” leads to the triggering 
of one or more avoidance emotions (fear, anger, disgust), which provoke an 
avoidance/threat response (denial, attack, paralysis or withdrawal), which, in 
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turn, takes our thinking brain off-line, leaving us unable to use our higher brain 
functions until equilibrium is restored. The danger is that when someone be-
comes, in effect, a threat, our emotions rule our reactions without the beneft 
of logic or reason. 

Regaining self-control is therefore essential and it turns out that counting to 
ten does help. It helps because it distracts our emotional brain, giving time for 
our rational thinking brain to kick back in and equilibrium to be restored (it is 
no coincidence that neuroscience now tells us that it takes about six seconds, 
the time it takes to count to ten, for chemicals stimulating the amygdala to 
dissipate). So, in the frst instance, pause and take a deep breath. Simply focus-
ing on long deep breaths takes you out of your head and into your body, away 
from the amygdala and back towards physiological and emotional equilibrium. 
You can also do something as simple as getting up from your desk and making 
a drink (tea perhaps rather than a gin and tonic – so accessible when WFH) or 
going for a short walk. 

This will not only give you more time to get your rational brain back online, 
but it will also help you to avoid potential misunderstandings and launch into 
immediate but ill-judged solutions. The key is to take time to try and under-
stand the problem or situation in all its messy complexity. And if you still don’t 
feel in control, then give yourself more time, ask questions and try to objectify 
the problem. Recognize that you will not always be able to manage your feel-
ings and delaying thought is better than allowing impulsive reactions to cloud 
your judgement or have a negative impact on your decision-making or relation-
ships. So, take the time to step back and refresh your perspective. But of course, 
it’s not just about you. 

Beyond our inner network, boundaries are more fuid and the further we go 
beyond our formal authority, the messier it gets. In these spaces, we will need 
to collaborate, accommodate, persuade and infuence, constantly adjusting our 
approach to deal with different characters and context. Command in the inner 
circle is relatively straightforward and can happen in an instant, and infuence 
in the outer circles can be tortuous and takes time. We need to take a collective 
step back to try and understand some of the external complexity that plagues us. 

Makers and Breakers 

As Thomas L. Friedman observes, at a fundamental level, technology and glo-
balisation are empowering both political makers, who want to remake auto-
cratic societies into more consensual ones, and political breakers who want to 
bring down governments in order to impose religious or ideological tyranny. 
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Unfortunately, as he pithily observes, it is easier to turn an aquarium into fsh 
soup than it is to turn fsh soup into an aquarium. The evidence so far suggests 
that social networks make it much easier to go from imposed order to revolu-
tion than to go from revolution to a new kind of sustainable, consensual order.4 

In other words, while it is becoming easier to gain freedom from dictators, 
micromanagers, hotel chains, department stores and supermarkets, to live the 
way you want as an individual it is necessary ground this freedom in the broader 
collective of consensual societies, which are anchored in free and fair elections, 
the rule of law and government. Fundamentally, it requires a recognition that 
our individual rights as citizens need to be balanced by the collective duties and 
obligations of citizenship, not least participation in the democratic process and 
respect for the rights, beliefs and opinions of others. All of which are culturally 
artefacts and therefore take time to develop. In short, “freedom from” can hap-
pen quickly, but “freedom to” takes time and requires trust. 

Niall Ferguson charts this same dynamic in The Square and the Tower, in which 
he attempts to fnd a middle way between mainstream history, which has tended 
to understate the role of networks, and the conspiracy theorists, who exaggerate 
them. Instead, he proposes a new historical narrative in which major changes, 
dating back to the Age of Discovery and the Reformation, are understood as 
disruptive challenges posed to established hierarchies by networks. Because of 
their relatively decentralised structure, because of the way they combine clus-
ters and weak links and because they can adapt and evolve, networks tend to 
be more creative than hierarchies. Consequently, innovations have tended to 
come from networks more than from hierarchies. The problem is that net-
works are not easily directed towards a common objective. Like Friedman, he 
challenges the confdent assumption among some commentators that there is 
something inherently benign in this network disruption of hierarchical order. 

Ferguson goes on to argue that the global impact of the internet has few bet-
ter analogies in history than the impact of printing in 16th-century Europe. 
Both became transmission systems for all kinds of manias, panics, sects and 
conspiracy theorists. And both led to an erosion of territorial sovereignty and 
intervention in the domestic affairs of other nation-states. Russian hackers and 
trolls pose a threat to Western democracy just as Jesuit priests posed a threat to 
the English Reformation, a threat from within sponsored from without. How-
ever, there are three major differences that make modern networks an expo-
nentially different challenge. 

First, our networking revolution is much faster and more geographically ex-
tensive than that of printing. Disruption took centuries after 1490, it took just 
decades after 1990 and, unlike printing, literacy is no longer a barrier to con-
nection. Second, the distributional consequences of our revolution are quite 
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different from those of the early modern revolution. The printing press created 
no billionaires and no oligopolies emerged in the realms of either hardware or 
software. In Ferguson’s view, the old truth stands – corporations will pursue mo-
nopoly, duopoly or oligopoly if they are left free to do so, and social networks 
allow this freedom because they are inherently unfair and exclusionary by na-
ture. Third, the printing press disrupted religious life in Western Christendom 
before it disrupted anything else. By contrast, the internet began by disrupting 
commerce, then politics and fnally religion by giving a voice to fundamental-
ists, most notably within Islam. 

Ferguson concludes that networks are more likely to lead to an anarchic dys-
topia rather than a collective utopia, so some form of hierarchy or structure 
is required to control and direct them. He advocates a top-down approach, 
a new alliance of great powers who need to recognise their common interest 
in resisting the spread of jihadism, criminality and cyber-factionalism. Fried-
man, however, offers a bottom-up approach. For him, the fundamental prob-
lem in our efforts to combat radical Islam is that we treat it as an organisation 
(hierarchy), not a movement (network). Just as General Stanley McChrystal 
realised in confronting Al Qaeda in Iraq. Organisations can be penetrated, bro-
ken and their leadership destroyed, but this does not work for a movement (or 
a networked insurgency). The only thing that might work is to challenge it at 
source. The only way to eliminate violent Islamic movements is for Muslims to 
do it. It takes families, friends, neighbours, teachers, religious leaders and com-
munities to deter a breaker of this kind. In other words, it takes social networks 
and trusted sources of authority. 

Polarisation and silos are driven by human behaviour, and while social net-
works improve our ability to connect, we need to recognise that it is no sub-
stitute for organisation, culture and leadership. What Friedman and Ferguson 
can agree on is that the fundamental Leninist insight holds true: nothing can 
be done without some form of organisation, and this takes time. In essence, 
it is the same discussion we have been having about organisations: how to 
align the formal hierarchy with the informal social network and rational strat-
egy with emotive politics and elusive cultures. Primarily, how can leaders and 
mangers gain trust, legitimacy and connections in order to get stuff done when 
volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity render formal structures and 
authority inadequate. 

Dealing with Ambiguity 

We live in uncertain times and uncertainty is unsettling. Extremists, commu-
nists, fascists, religious fundamentalists all play on our fears and attempt to 
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unlock the complexity of human behaviour by offering simple answers. Democ-
racy, however, recognises complexity and our need to live within it. At work, 
it is no different; leaders must resist the “easy but wrong” over the “hard but 
right”. Above all, managing complexity and dealing with ambiguity requires 
resilience: the willingness to sit in the discomfort of uncertainty and let its 
rivers run through us. 

Resilience is about more than just keeping calm and carrying on; it’s the ability 
to experience something stressful without letting it destroy your ability to think 
rationally and shatter your resolve and sense of purpose. Just like the resilience 
of a material is its ability to return to its original shape after being compressed 
or stretched, like a spring that is stretched beyond its elastic limit. For a person, 
it is the ability to deal with pressure and change without getting bent out of 
shape. But unlike materials, the right degree of stretch makes us stronger and 
more capable. Stepping out of our comfort zone is uncomfortable, so much so 
that we may seek to avoid these types of situations altogether, but it’s only by 
challenging ourselves that we grow and improve. 

For humans, being resilient is fundamentally an emotional state that allows 
you to acknowledge and process negative feelings instead of locking them away 
or being overwhelmed by them. In other words, it is important to our sense of 
balance, whether that’s work-life balance or our ability to navigate challenging 
situations successfully. It helps us feel like we can control how we respond to 
events, even when we don’t control the events themselves, and it acts as a 
buffer against anxiety and depression. There’s even evidence to suggest that 
resilience helps support the immune system. Stress hormones such as cortisol 
are involved in triggering the immune system response. However, the immune 
system can build up a tolerance to cortisol when levels stay elevated for long 
periods of time, thereby leaving us more susceptible to illness. Cultivating emo-
tional resilience helps regulate your stress levels and therefore keeps your im-
mune system responsive. 

When confronted with a situation weighed with anxiety and ambiguity, like a 
pandemic and/or frightening news about the economy, it’s diffcult to think pos-
itively. We are in danger of being overwhelmed by events and descending into 
an uncertain and unproductive state of mind. But there are people who manage 
to see their way through and fnd a positive path forward. Some even manage 
to make uncertainty work for them: the innovators and entrepreneurs, who can 
navigate turbulent times and uncover potential opportunities. And while part of 
that capacity to deal with the unknown is probably innate, a signifcant portion 
is learned by acknowledging your fears and stepping into the arena of anxiety. 

One of the frst things to recognise is that what happens to you isn’t solely 
down to your actions. The only thing you can truly control is your response. 
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In the words of psychologist and concentration camp survivor Victor Frankl, 
“Everything can be taken from a [person] but one thing: the last of human 
freedoms – to choose one’s attitude in a given set of circumstances, to choose 
one’s own way”. The serenity prayer advises a similar approach: God, grant me 
the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, courage to change the things 
I can and wisdom to know the difference.5 The world is getting more complex 
not less and we therefore need to suppress the notion that we are able to con-
trol everything. 

The second thing to acknowledge is that in an uncertain and ambiguous world, 
we will never have all the information we need for absolute certainty. It is 
pointless therefore to wait for that fnal bit of hard data that will tell you what 
to do because it will likely never come. You need to get the information availa-
ble, make the best decision you can and act on it. At times, it makes sense to act 
on the 70% solution today rather than waiting for the 90% solution tomorrow, 
because by then it may be too late. In the face of continued uncertainty, follow 
Churchill’s directive for “Action this Day”, which during the Second World 
War he had stamped in red on all directives requiring a speedy resolution. 

The third element is humility. Having made the best decision you can, realize 
that it might be wrong. Sometimes a wrong decision is better than no decision 
(and not acting is also a decision, albeit by default). Ambiguity means that 
you will make wrong decisions, but don’t let that put you off. Being a leader is 
about making more right decisions than you do wrong. So get comfortable with 
making mistakes by looking at them as learning opportunities. Allow yourself 
to feel the frustration, but then ask what you can learn from it. This will allow 
you to be fexible in the face of setbacks. 

In dealing with crises and wicked problems, fexibility is also key. As Eisen-
hower observed, “The plan is nothing, but planning is everything”. Or as Mike 
Tyson more colourfully put it: “Everyone has a plan until they get punched 
on the nose”. This is sage advice and reiterates the far older military maxim 
of Field Marshal Helmuth Karl Bernhard Graf von Moltke that “No plan of 
operations extends with any certainty beyond the frst contact with the main 
hostile force”. So you need to be willing to change course as more information 
comes to light and don’t let pride delay you in correcting that course. Ambigu-
ity can reveal facts at any time that are going to affect even your best decisions, 
so be willing to accept fresh evidence and make the necessary changes. 

The alternative is cognitive closure, the desire to reach a decision quickly 
and an aversion to ambiguity and confusion. This is the antithesis of being 
comfortable in chaos. Individuals with a strong need for cognitive closure rely 
heavily on early information cues, dislike multiple points of view and struggle 
to change their minds as new information becomes available. Consequently, 
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they produce fewer ideas and alternative explanations, which paradoxically 
makes them more confdent in their own initial and potentially fawed beliefs. 
Individuals who, however, resist the need for cognitive closure tend to be more 
thoughtful, more creative and more comfortable with competing narratives. 
They are also better at handling crises. 

Notes 

1 Just in case you missed it, Game of Thrones is a fantasy drama television series cre-
ated by David Benioff and D. B. Weiss for HBO. It is an adaptation of A Song of 
Ice and Fire, George R. R. Martin’s series of fantasy novels, the frst of which was A 
Game of Thrones, published in 1996. 

2 Huising, R. (2019). Can You Know Too Much About Your Organization? (online) 
Harvard Business Review, December 4. Available at https://hbr.org/2019/12/can-
you-know-too-much-about-your-organization (accessed 17 April 2021). 

3 Goleman, D. (1996). Emotional Intelligence: Why It Can Matter More Than IQ. Lon-
don: Bloomsbury. 

4 Friedman, T.L. (2017). Thank You for Being Late: An Optimist’s Guide to Thriving in 
The Age of Accelerations. New York: Penguin Books. 

5 The Serenity Prayer was written by the American theologian Reinhold Niebuhr. 
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Leading in a Crisis 

The Covid-19 pandemic was/is an unprecedented event in modern history and 
yet the experience of managing through it is not necessarily unique. Although 
there is no precedent for the magnitude of this crisis, it does have parallels with 
previous disasters, such as the Ebola pandemics, Hurricane Katrina, the Gulf of 
Mexico oil spill, the global fnancial crisis and 9/11. Principally, crises make peo-
ple feel uncertain and uncertainty triggers nervousness, anxiety and fear, with 
people wondering what it means for them and their families. In the context of 
work, the role of the leader is to frst help them make sense of the situation. As 
Rosabeth Moss Kanter observes, in recovering from a crisis the right tone must 
be set top down: 

In the best turnarounds and disaster recoveries, leaders stress open commu-
nication and a spirit of accountability. Even before solutions are clear, they 
offer assurance that they are guided by values and a sense of purpose. They 
put the same information in front of everyone, using evidence to guide their 
decisions. They encourage frank communication, act decisively, admit what 
they don’t know, and make clear when and how they will communicate. 
They empathize with victims and recognize acts of heroism. They make in-
vestments that signal their belief in their mission and their people, putting 
this ahead of fnancial considerations.1 

As Kanter goes on to explain, crises are crises because they affect people. But 
leaders can instead become fxated on the daily metrics of share price, revenue 
and costs. These are important, but they are the outcome of the coordinated 
efforts of people. She concludes with the classic “how-not-to-do-it” example 
of the then BP CEO Tony Hayward, who, following the Deepwater Horizon 
explosion and oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico, was widely reported to have said, 
“I’d like my life back”, instead of expressing compassion for the people whose 
lives and livelihoods were threatened or lost. 

Crises, which are necessarily fast moving, complex and unpredictable, require 
both the compassion and far-sightedness of leadership and the hard-nosed 
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calculation of management. Addressing the urgent needs of the present is the 
work of management. You need to make immediate choices and allocate re-
sources. The pace is fast and actions are decisive. Leading, by contrast, in-
volves guiding people to the best possible eventual outcome over the longer 
arc of time. The focus needs to be on what is likely to come next and read-
ying to meet it. That means seeing beyond the immediate to anticipate the 
next three, four or fve obstacles. The best leaders navigate rough waters deftly, 
saving lives, energizing organisations and inspiring communities. But, again, 
as Kanter observes, crises tend to be over-managed and under-led.2 Inverting 
Henry Mintzberg’s observation that the business world tends to be over-led and 
undermanaged. 

In the frst place, the human brain is programmed to narrow its focus in the 
face of a threat. It’s an evolutionary survival mechanism designed for self-
protection. The problem is that our feld of vision becomes restricted to the 
immediate foreground just at the time when leaders need to intentionally step 
back and look up, opening their mental aperture to take in the bigger picture: 
taking a broad, rounded view of both the challenges and opportunities, under-
standing the many possible unfolding scenarios around the crisis, such as busi-
ness continuity issues, the economic and social health of affected communities, 
legal concerns, political fallout, environmental impact, inter-agency coordina-
tion and more. For the leader, the most pressing concern is not managing the 
response to the crisis itself, it is leading through the wicked tangle of possible 
implications and unintended consequences, creating the space and top cover 
for the operators on the ground to succeed. 

Second, for leaders who have risen through a single organisation or industry, 
micromanagement is a real danger, the result of managers returning to their 
comfort zone either because it’s what they really enjoy doing or because it feels 
easier than the job they have been promoted into. Either way, it’s not a good 
idea. The same can happen in a crisis. Managing a crisis can be thrilling, and 
when the adrenaline spikes, leaders are often drawn back to their operational 
comfort zone, managing the action and experiencing a tangible sense of adding 
value. But leading through a crisis requires a longer view, not just managing 
the present. 

Leaders need to devote a portion of their time to thinking beyond the cri-
sis to anticipating what comes next in order to prepare the organisation for 
the changes ahead. They need to delegate and trust their people as they make 
tough decisions, providing proper support and guidance based on their expe-
rience while resisting the temptation to take over. This is perhaps easier in 
organisations in high-risk industries, such as energy and aviation. From bitter 
experience, they should have established and robust health, safety, security and 
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environment (HSSE) functions to help them cope. But for organisations with-
out these processes in place, leaders are in danger of being drawn into micro-
managing the response and disrupting the operating rhythm of the managers 
who are actually responsible. 

Kanter cautions that leaders must resist the urge to over-centralise the response. 
Risk and ambiguity increase during a crisis because so much is uncertain and 
volatile, and the trap for leaders is trying to control everything by creating new 
layers of approval for minor decisions. This only makes the organisation less 
responsive and frustration grows with each new constraint. The solution, she 
suggests, is to “seek order rather than control”. She describes order as people 
knowing what is expected of them and what they can expect of others. Lead-
ers, therefore, must acknowledge that they cannot control everything, deter-
mine which decisions only they can make and delegate the rest, establishing 
a clear framework of values and principles while foregoing the temptation to 
do everything themselves. The same applies to the complexities of strategic 
management. 

In a seminal paper on business strategy, Henry Mintzberg and James Waters 
distinguished between deliberate strategy, which is intentional, and emergent 
strategy, which instead consists of the company’s responses to a variety of un-
anticipated events.3 Mintzberg’s thinking was informed by his observation that 
managers overestimate their ability to predict the future and to plan for it in a 
precise and technocratic way – to control it. By drawing a distinction between 
deliberate and emergent strategy, they were not dismissing deliberate strategy 
but wanted to encourage managers to watch carefully for changes in their en-
vironment and make course corrections in their deliberate strategy as required. 
Not least because of the dangers of sticking to a fxed strategy in the face of 
substantial changes in the competitive environment. 

The fundamental difference between deliberate and emergent strategy is that 
the former focuses on direction and control – getting intended or desired things 
done – whereas the latter seeks a sense of order in which “strategic learning” 
can take place. Defning strategy as the completion of intended outcomes, they 
argued, effectively precludes the notion of strategic learning. Once intentions 
have been set, attention is riveted on realising them, not on adapting them, 
and messages from the environment tend to get blocked out. 

Their insight, adding the concept of emergent strategy based on a defnition of 
strategy as that which is realised rather than what is intended, opened the pro-
cess of strategy to the notion of learning. Emergent strategy, by its very nature, 
implies learning from what works and acting iteratively, one step at a time, in 
search of a viable pattern. Emergent strategy does not mean that it is chaotic 
or out of control, only that it is open, fexible and responsive – it is willing to 
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learn. Such behaviour is especially important when an environment is too un-
stable or complex to comprehend because it enables management to act before 
everything is fully understood, to respond to an evolving reality rather than 
focusing on a stable fantasy. 

Emergent strategy also benefts from mission command. Enabling senior lead-
ers, who are not close enough to a situation or know too little about the varied 
activities of the organisation, to surrender control to those who do and allow 
them to shape strategy within the bounds of overall intent as the situation 
changes. That is not to say that deliberate strategy has no place. When the 
necessary information is available and can be largely understood and predicted, 
then it may be appropriate to suspend strategic learning for a time to pursue in-
tentions with as much determination as possible. They conclude that strategy 
formation: 

walks on two feet, one deliberate, the other emergent … managing requires 
a light deft touch – to direct in order to realize intentions while at the same 
time responding to an unfolding pattern of action.4 

A deft touch is also required in the art of being unreasonable with a smile. 

Notes 

1 Kanter, R.M. (2020). Leading Your Team Past the Peak of a Crisis. (online) Harvard 
Business Review. Available at https://hbr.org/2020/04/leading-your-team-past-the-
peak-of-a-crisis (accessed 17 April 2021). 

2 Mintzberg, H. and Mangelsdorf, M.E. (2009). Debunking Management Myths. 
(online) MIT Sloan Management Review. Available at https://sloanreview.mit.edu/ 
article/debunking-management-myths/ (accessed 17 April 2021). 

3 Mintzberg, H. and Waters, J.A. (1985). Of Strategies, Deliberate and Emergent 
Waters Strategic Management Journal, 6(3, (Jul–Sep), pp. 257–72. 

4 Mintzberg, H. and Waters, J.A. (1985) ibid. p. 271. 
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Being Unreasonable with a Smile 

Matt Ridley writes that “innovators are often unreasonable people: restless, 
quarrelsome, unsatisfed and ambitious”.1 In discussing Amazon at the turn of 
the millennium, when it was set to lose a billion dollars in the next year and 
was predicted to be on the point of failure, he quotes a colleague of Jeff Bezos, 
saying, “As usual it was Jeff against the world”, fghting his colleagues for ideas 
they thought were ludicrous and defying analysts who misunderstood his appe-
tite for experiment and tolerance for failure as ineptitude.2 It wasn’t. He was 
being unreasonable, but only by the standards of what was then widely assumed 
to be reasonable. 

If management is the science of getting the right people in the right place at 
the right time with the right equipment to get the job done, then Network 
Leadership could be described as the art of doing what the science of manage-
ment says is impossible. When, as is often the case, there are not enough people 
or resources and time is not on our side. When reasonable people say it is im-
possible, at times we need leaders to act unreasonably to get things done – and 
that requires courage. The morale courage to do what they believe to be right 
in the face of pressure from others to do something different or nothing at all. 
It is the ability to transcend the group, which, taken to its logical conclusion, 
means accepting that on occasion leaders may wish to disobey or withdraw 
entirely from a project or organisation. 

As previously discussed, this requires personal resilience, a capacity to feel 
comfortable in chaos and the capability to lead in a crisis, but it also requires 
an ability to push others to achieve targets that appear impossible, to do things 
that they think are beyond them and to accomplish tasks that leave them feel-
ing drained and exhausted. But they cannot break them. A spring stretched 
beyond its elastic limit will never function as a spring again, and from a moral 
and practical perspective you cannot do that with people. That said, unlike a 
spring, humans improve and grow stronger when they are tested and pushed to 
their limits. It is akin to the notion of Progressive Load – increasing the total 
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capacity in a system by gradually increasing demand on the system, prompting 
the system to adapt to the new demands over time. In other words, developing 
its resilience. 

For people with the right mind-set, disruptive, demanding and stressful expe-
riences are often opportunities for individual growth,3 but they can also spur 
organisational change, creating new opportunities for people to voice their 
ideas on how to do things better together. And as we are forced to take on new 
challenges, face new uncertainties and recover from mistakes in the Covid-19 
era, it reminds us that our abilities and those of our peers are not fxed, but are 
open to development and improvement. It is a growth mind-set that will likely 
serve us well during the next inevitable crisis. 

The challenge for leaders in all this is to strike a balance between pushing peo-
ple too hard and not pushing them hard enough. We use the notion of the Zone 
of Proximal Development (ZPD) to illustrate this point. The ZPD describes 
a sweet spot or Goldilocks moment (not too hot and not too cold) between 
overloading a person’s capacity to cope, leading to demoralisation and burnout 
and the experience of optimal experience which helps people to grow and de-
velop. It can be related to the psychological concept of “Flow”, frst developed 
by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi4 (Figure 6.1). 

Csikszentmihalyi describes “Flow” as a highly focused mental state conducive 
to productivity and well-being, which exists in the space between a job that is 
mundane and too easy, leading to boredom, and a task that is too diffcult, lead-
ing to stress and anxiety. In a state of fow we experience joy and are so utterly 
immersed in the task or experience that time passes without us noticing. It is a 
time at which we are at our most creative and there is an exhilarating feeling 

Figure 6.1 The Relationship between ZPD and ‘Flow’. 
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of self-transcendence and control. In sports, it is often described as being in the 
zone. We identify the ZPD existing at the upper edge of “Flow”, marking the 
point at which we leave our comfort zone and are challenged to do more than 
we currently feel capable. It describes the place in which we confront anxiety. 

The term ZPD is taken from the work of Lev Vygotsky (1896–1934), a Russian 
psychologist, known for his work on psychological development in children. 
He was particularly interested in the social context of a child’s learning, be-
lieving that a child’s cognitive development is driven not only by its biologi-
cal maturation, but also through its interaction with others. In short, children 
learn through problem-solving experiences shared with “experts”, people more 
knowledgeable than the child such as parents and teachers. This begins with 
shared dialogues, but progresses with the skills of mental representation to an 
inner dialogue or refection on the part of the child. And the ZPD is where this 
cognitive development takes place. A place beyond what the child can do now 
but not too diffcult that it cannot be accomplished with help. In effect, the 
expert offers a hand across the divide, the ZPD, which exists between them and 
the child, in the same way an expert manager/leader/coach offers a hand across 
the skills and knowledge divide to a less experienced member of staff. 

This means that as well as being unreasonable, making the learner reach for the 
hand, a leader must also show compassion, which requires the emotional intel-
ligence to understand when a person is capable but stretched and when they 
are utterly out of their depth and likely to “drown”. It is a judgement call and 
requires leaders to understand that the very strengths that make them fearless 
can, when overplayed, be their greatest weakness – that they are vulnerable to 
a lack of compassion. In the heat of the moment, they forget that not every-
body is as strong and resilient as they are. And being blind to this fact, they 
are unable to relate to their employees empathetically and instead assume that 
they are not trying hard enough or have chosen to fail. And from here it is only 
a small step to contempt and blaming them for their weakness, something you 
cannot allow to happen. You cannot let this kind of amygdala hijack control 
your actions and you cannot judge others based solely on yourself. 

For the ZPD to work successfully, you must also create a zone of psychological 
safety for the learner. Don’t be so quick to judge them as failures. In the frst 
place, you may have no idea what else may be going on in their lives or what 
they have to offer if you give them the opportunity and support. And remem-
ber, some of your strength and resilience may be inborn, so you can’t take 
credit for that. Empathy involves making an extra effort. Holding out a hand 
to where the other person is, trying to see the world from their point of view 
and then helping them see yours. You may fnd that they weren’t weak after 
all and together you can fgure out a better way forward. Allow them to fail, as 
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long as they learn, but don’t make them failures. Growth requires that defeat 
is turned into victory. 

Defeat into Victory 

Field Marshal Viscount Slim is not a household name like Nelson or Wel-
lington or even as well-known as his contemporary Montgomery, but he was 
nevertheless a brilliant and hugely admired leader, and he wrote one of the 
best memoirs of a serving general Defeat into Victory, which covers his time in 
Burma during the Second World War. His approach to leadership exemplifes 
the balance required between restless impatience to get things done in a crisis 
and the necessity for compassion and empathy. 

Slim was promoted in March 1942 to command Burma Corps and subsequently 
commanded the longest retreat in British military history, over 900 miles. Yet 
he managed to turn a disorderly panic into a controlled military withdrawal 
and was consequently promoted again, taking over Eastern Army (later re-
named 14th Army) in October 1943. On taking command, he found him-
self confronted by three major problems – supply, health and morale, to say 
nothing of a highly competent and until then victorious enemy, the Imperial 
Japanese Army. 

Supply was a problem of weather, terrain and distance. He tackled it by giving 
a trusted subordinate, Major General AJH Snelling, the men he wanted and a 
“free hand” to carry out his plans. A great example of mission command, what 
the management literature would call empowerment. He tackled the health 
issue, with the practical application of the latest medical research; forward 
treatment of the sick and wounded to deter soldiers from feigning sickness in 
the hope of being sent back to the comparative comfort of India; air evacuation 
of serious casualties, to reassure soldiers that they would be treated as quickly 
as possible; and discipline – he sacked three commanding offcers for failing to 
enforce the taking of malaria tablets, which were rumoured to cause sterility. 
As he observed, “by then the rest [of the commanding offcers] had got my 
meaning”. 

But it was his approach to poor morale on which we wish to focus. The 14th 
Army was suffering from a record of defeat against the Japanese; lack of ele-
mentary amenities; the discomfort of life in the jungle; and feelings of isolation 
and homesickness (it is no coincidence that they are known to history as the 
“Forgotten Army”). In response, Slim gave great thought to what he felt were 
the foundations of morale. He decided they were threefold: material, intellec-
tual and spiritual. 
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First, from a material perspective, he felt strongly that a soldier must feel that 
he will get a fair deal from his commanders and from the army generally. That 
he must, as far as humanly possible, be given the best weapons and equipment 
for his task and that his living and working conditions must be made as good 
as they can be. Second, intellectually, a soldier must be convinced that the 
objective can be attained, that it is not out of reach. That he must see too that 
the organisation to which he belongs is an effcient one. He must also have 
confdence in his leaders and know that whatever dangers and hardships he is 
called upon to suffer, his life will not be lightly fung away. 

Third was what he called the spiritual dimension, by which he meant that 
there must be a great and noble object whose achievement must be vital. The 
method of achievement must be active and aggressive, and the soldier must feel 
that what he is and what he does matters directly towards the attainment of 
the object. But he did not stop there; this was not a philosophical exercise in 
leadership theory, it was fundamental to his strategy. So he also thought very 
carefully about how he might put his ideas into practice. He was, without a 
doubt, a refective practitioner. 

His approach to the material foundation was to begin by being honest. He 
admitted to the shortages, but he told his soldiers why that was so: because the 
German Army was better equipped than the Japanese and the strategic prior-
ity was Europe. Second, he stressed that all his commanders would do their 
utmost to rectify the shortages, otherwise they would improvise or simply do 
without. But he emphasised that no one would be asked to do something unless 
they had the minimum level of equipment required. Furthermore, while the 
supply problems persisted, he instituted half rations for everyone, irrespective 
of rank, including himself and his staff, and stipulated that there was to be no 
distinction between race and caste in regard to treatment. This was signifcant 
because 14th Army was a multicultural force comprising soldiers and auxilia-
ries from Britain and the Commonwealth, including substantial numbers of 
Indians and Africans. 

From an intellectual perspective, he began by emphasising the small wins, 
beginning with a signifcant Australian victory. He also ensured that fghting 
patrols and minor operations were carried out with overwhelming strength to 
ensure success. As well as improvements in supply, he emphasised the impor-
tance of sharing information throughout his command and began a news jour-
nal that was issued to all troops. Reinforcement camps were also improved to 
allow genuine recuperation, but at the same time discipline was enforced, the 
soldiers were not to be allowed to develop bad habits before returning to the 
frontline. He also ensured that offcers were carefully selected for command. 
Those found not up to it were sacked. 
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Spiritually, he adopted a direct approach, visiting as many units as possible and 
speaking to groups of men. He asked all his offcers to do the same and to talk 
“the same stuff with the same object”. As he later observed: 

one did not need to be a great orator to be effective. Two things only were 
necessary: First to know what you were talking about and second, and most 
important, to believe it yourself … I found that if one kept the bulk of one’s 
talk to the material things the men were interested in, food, pay, leave, beer, 
mail, and the progress of operations, it was safe to end on a higher note – the 
spiritual foundations – and I always did. 

The context and the times may have changed, but human nature hasn’t. Slim 
knew how to strike a balance between the hard-nosed drive to achieve objec-
tives and the compassion to recognise that people work best when they are as 
well treated as possible and kept informed. 

Slim recognised that good process is important, and that people must believe 
the organisation to which they belong is an effcient one. Similarly, they must 
have confdence in their leaders. Passion and energy are all very well, but peo-
ple quickly lose patience with incompetence. Slim ensured that offcers were 
carefully selected for command and those found not up to it were sacked. 

How you lead under pressure is the hallmark of a good leader and sets the 
tone for how your followers respond in a crisis. It is not unusual however for 
managers under pressure to become emotional, controlling and close-minded, 
which can have a hugely negative impact on their team’s morale and produc-
tivity. To lead effectively under pressure requires that we step back and look up, 
considering the team dynamic we want to build over the long term and then 
considering how our stress-driven actions support or undermine that dynamic. 
We know that in normal circumstances, it is counterproductive to motivate 
people with fear or threats or get angry and shut down diffcult conversations, 
so don’t let stress keep you from listening to others and engaging thoughtfully. 

People want decisiveness in a leader. But refusing to show any sign of compro-
mise is counterproductive. It’s not a tragedy if you change your mind later in 
the light of new information and acknowledging your mistakes builds trust, but 
at the same time you don’t want to panic people or lead them to believe the 
situation is hopeless. Leaders are role models and in this case it is about creat-
ing an environment for effective dialogue, which includes a capacity to change 
your own mind, on the basis that to change others you must be prepared to 
change yourself: humility to listen and learn, to keep an open mind. 

But what Slim recognised, above all else, is that for leaders to be role models 
they need to be seen. Slim made a special effort to visit the units under his 
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command, not only the frontline units but also the admin and supply units. Not 
only did this allow him to role model the behaviours he expected, it also gave 
him direct contact with people down the hierarchy so that he had unfltered 
information about people’s actions and states of mind. This is especially critical 
when people are working in disparate geographical locations or remotely. Such 
interactions can help leaders understand how employees are coping, identify 
areas where the risks of siloed behaviour are more likely and establish links 
among people so that they are better able to support each other. And in all his 
communication he was honest. 

Slim’s approach to the material foundation was to begin by being honest. He 
felt strongly that a soldier must feel that he is getting as fair a deal as possible 
from his commanders and from the army generally, but at the same time he 
needed them to recognise that the strategic priority was Europe and why that 
was so. He resisted the temptation to gloss over bad news and harsh realities 
because while trying to alleviate people’s anxiety is understandable, in the long 
run it does no one any favours. When you sugar-coat things, you can come 
across as someone who’s out of touch or untrustworthy. The facts of the situ-
ation will become apparent over time and softening hard truths can backfre. 
When the truth comes out in dribs and drabs, it degrades trust. 

Slim acknowledged the uncertainty. He knew the genuine concerns of the 
soldiers: their record of defeat against the Japanese; the lack of elementary 
amenities; the discomfort of life in the jungle; and the feelings of isolation 
and homesickness. He didn’t carry on, regardless, he acknowledged that these 
concerns were very real and could not be ignored or marginalised. Instead, he 
addressed them directly, openly acknowledging that things seemed chaotic and 
unpredictable. At the same time, however, he only commiserated up to a point, 
he had to avoid a negative spiral of despair. He acknowledged how people were 
feeling, but then moved on to talk about how he wanted them to act going 
forward. He was also consistent in his messaging and asked all his offcers to do 
the same: to talk “the same stuff with the same object”. 

Small Wins 

At an intellectual level, Slim recognised that soldiers, like any other human 
being, must be convinced that the objective can be attained and that it is not 
out of reach (it is within their collective ZPD). So he adopted what is now re-
garded as a classic principle of change management. He began by emphasising 
the small wins, beginning with a signifcant Australian victory. He also ensured 
that fghting patrols and minor operations were carried out with overwhelming 
strength to ensure success, which was then widely communicated. 
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As Kotter emphasises in The Heart of Change,5 leaders of successful change efforts 
create short-term wins. Without early wins that are visible, timely, unambiguous 
and meaningful, change efforts invariably run into serious problems. In successful 
change efforts, leaders focus frst on tasks that can quickly achieve results. Actions 
and results that provide feedback about the validity of their visions and strategies; 
give those working hard to achieve a vision a pat on the back and an emotional 
lift; build faith in the effort, attracting those who are not yet actively helping; and 
take power away from the cynics. Without these micro achievements, large-scale 
change rarely happens. And for this to happen, focus is essential. 

A change effort may require hundreds of projects, and when people feel the 
urgency and are empowered to act, they can easily charge ahead on all fronts, 
but with scattered attention, you might not achieve your frst win for months, 
even years, and by that time it may be too late. Kotter advises that we focus 
instead on a handful of projects that are likely to get results. And when they 
do, make sure that everyone knows about them. The more visible the victories, 
the more they help the change process. Too often, we create wins that we can 
see but which others do not, at least not to the same degree. 

The order of projects is also important in large-scale change efforts. The temp-
tation is to target problems in a logical order, but he counsels that instead we 
should focus on those that generate quick wins and build momentum. Kotter 
gives the example of a company vision for globalization, which rationally en-
tailed work on a manufacturing plant before marketing. The problem was that 
building a factory in Frankfurt could easily take two years, cost a $100,000,000 
and then another year to determine whether the company could handle its frst 
German manufacturing facility. During this time, wins would be hard to fnd. 
A less obvious but better choice was to sell the product and then build it. So 
the company put together a marketing plan for Germany and implemented it 
at minimum cost with a product from Chicago, which achieved clear success in 
less than a year. It was visible, meaningful, unambiguous and quicker. 

Higher Purpose 

The spiritual dimension, by which Slim meant that there must be a great and 
noble object whose achievement must be vital, can be equated to the modern 
understanding of organisational purpose. Slim’s objective in aligning people 
to a common purpose was to reduce resistance. He recognised that we people 
are more resistance to change when it’s done to them. If, however, people feel 
in control and have some stake in the destiny of the organisation, then that 
makes change a lot easier. He knew that he had to give the 14th Army some-
thing to work for collectively. 
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On the one hand, he recognised that soldiers needed to feel that what they did 
mattered directly towards the attainment of the ultimate objective, the defeat 
of the Axis Powers. But on the other hand, he understood that not only does 
a belief that their work fulfls a higher purpose motivate people to act, it also 
helps them to think and act in a more collective and collaborative fashion. 
Understanding the situation and the business goals helps people see how their 
own knowledge contributes to, but doesn’t fully satisfy, the complex needs of 
the organisation. They understand the plan and crucially their part in it, which 
necessitates that they not only do their job but help others to fulfl theirs. 

Collaboration 

Crises like Covid-19 highlight the importance of effective collaboration for 
long-term organisational success. Wicked problems and crises require innova-
tion, critical thinking, creativity and commitment to fnd a collective way for-
ward. They demand that we challenge many of the traditional constructs which 
exist, such as organisational rivalries, competition, protectionism and societal 
boundaries. In a crisis, organisations need to pull together experts with unique, 
cross-functional perspectives to solve rapidly changing, complex problems that 
have long-term implications. Harnessing diversity of experience allows them 
to see risks and opportunities from different angles so they can generate new 
solutions and adapt dynamically to changing situations. 

However, we also know that anxiety makes people risk-averse and provokes a 
tendency to fall back on actions and solutions that worked in the past rather 
than seeking out different approaches and perspectives. The desire to bring 
things under control leads to a narrowing of focus, and as resources dwindle, 
people often focus on self-preservation. They erect walls around their projects, 
jealously guard their clients and hoard knowledge, which further diminishes 
collaboration. If unaddressed, occasions to share existing opportunities and 
identify new ones diminish. As a result, collaboration across an organisation 
can break down. 

Instead, as uncertainty and stress increase during a crisis, leaders need to en-
courage the expansion of networks across functional and industry silos, increas-
ing and not decreasing the numbers of colleagues we work with. Leaders must 
be willing to pitch in on others’ projects; team up with trusted colleagues to 
identify and pursue new opportunities, even if it means getting less personal 
glory; work on a wide variety of clients or projects; and involve people with a 
wide variety of skills to tackle novel and complex problems that would elude 
individual experts. 
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Summary 

Organisations have had to change in the face of crises before; Covid-19 is just 
one example. The future, however it may turn out, will require us to change 
again, we cannot hold on to everything as it was and simply hope things will 
return to the way they were pre-crisis. Things have already changed, with some 
organisations investing heavily in these changes and feeling the pain of sudden 
transformation. People are coming to terms with new patterns and contexts, 
which should lead us to consider new opportunities. In our experience, the 
people who experience the most success in the world are the people who accept 
the uncertainty and fear as best they can, learn from their experiences and keep 
trying new things. 

Rather than resisting, preserving and maintaining, Network Leaders encourage us 
to be pattern-breaking and then rebuild, focussing on creating, collaborating and 
supporting. The human tendency in the face of uncertainty, to narrow our focus 
and fall back on what we did before, requires unreasonable leaders: those who are 
willing to challenge their own approach and ours. We won’t always get the pro-
gress we hoped for, but we should be refective about that, not fatalistic. As Mat-
thew Syed observes, much of modern performance psychology is about mitigating 
the fright, fight, fght response. It is about “managing the chimp”, by which he 
means the amygdala hijack and controlling our inner demons. An alternative 
method is to redefne the word failure. Failure is central to life and learning, it 
is how you grow, develop and ultimately fourish. Syed quotes Michael Jordan: 
“I fail. But that is why I succeed”.1 Failures, just like crises, are opportunities to 
learn and develop and we need unreasonable leaders to remind us of that. 

Network Leaders can be unreasonable with a smile. They have no-nonsense 
views on the situations they face. They aren’t overly optimistic and they don’t 
deny reality. They intuitively understand the balance between push and pull; 
how to push people to achieve more than they thought possible and, at the 
same time, creating an emotionally safe space for performance; incrementally 
building the resilience of the leader and the led. 
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Resilient people fnd meaning in what happens. People who bounce back devise 
theories about their challenges to create some sort of meaning for themselves 
and others. Overcoming obstacles means having to improvise a solution to a 
problem when you don’t have what you want. Resilient people make the most 
of what they do have. Fundamentally, it is a shift from “if only” to “if I/we”. 

Leadership Questions 

1. How will you manage and maintain your energy to give to others in pursuit 
of your manifesto? 

2. Who do you need to persuade? 
3. What are the opportunities across your network to enlist others? 
4. How and when will you be “unreasonable” in pursuit of your personal 

manifesto? 

Note 

1 Syed, M. (2017). The Greatest: The Quest for Sporting Perfection. London: John Mur-
ray, p. 52. 



Conclusion 

The world is changing at a faster pace than ever and despite, or arguably be-
cause of, our advances in computing and communication, it is becoming more 
uncertain and less predictable. The acronym VUCA, describing a world of 
volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity, was frst coined towards the 
end of the 1980s based on the leadership theories of Warren Bennis and Burt 
Nanus, and was subsequently taken up by the United States Army War College 
to describe the multilateral complexity of the world that emerged after the end 
of the Cold War and has subsequently been given fresh impetus by 9/11, the 
2008 fnancial crisis and Covid-19. Each episode reminding us how unpredict-
able the world is and that none of us are immune. 

That is a problem because we humans don’t like uncertainty. We prefer a defn-
itive yes or no; right and wrong; left or right. Most of us like to paint by num-
bers and have the next steps laid down in front of us; do A, then B and so on. 
Our brains aren’t wired to cope well with the psychological impact of events 
that leave us not knowing what the future holds. In the case of Covid-19, we 
are left worrying about a whole list of unanswered questions: will it happen 
again, will there be another lockdown, when will there be a vaccine, when can 
I safely go back to the offce, will I lose my job and so on? This is challenging 
on two counts: frst, we don’t know what’s coming; second, we can’t do much 
about it. It turns out that most of us would rather deal with the certainty of bad 
news than the anxiety of not knowing. Even if it’s bad news, knowing what 
we’re dealing with at least gives us some sense of agency. But uncertainty just 
leaves us scrabbling to regain some sense of control. And it will probably come 
as no surprise that this stems from our primitive brain. 

From an evolutionary perspective, being intolerant of uncertainty has survival 
value, but it’s of no use to us as babies or very young children understanding 
where danger is because we can’t do anything about it. What is useful is rec-
ognising signs of safety and that means learning to identify people and places 
that keep us safe and, conversely, being suspicious of ones that aren’t familiar. 
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And that instinctual search for safety stays with us as we grow. Most of us like 
to have a place we call home and to create social networks of people like us, 
people who make us feel physically and mentally safe, and critical among them 
are those who help us make sense of the world and reduce the uncertainty. In 
our search for greater certainty we turn to leaders. 

Leadership is a critical success factor for groups, communities, organisations, 
societies and nation-states. Sometimes leaders wear a badge to help us identify 
them, but often not. Instead, and certainly in the absence of formal leadership, 
we turn to people with personal authority, those whom we describe as Net-
work Leaders, leaders who have a thorough understanding of their network 
and an ability to connect and energise it around a personal manifesto of what 
they believe and what they are trying to achieve. They position themselves to 
form connections between individuals and groups, enabling collaborations to 
evolve through trust and the identifcation of common aims, in order to regain 
a measure of control and get things done. It is an approach that is always open 
to possibility and opportunity: reforming networks and ideas as projects un-
fold and reconfguring to deliver, but always remaining true to a positive moral 
framework of core beliefs. 

For some, this ability to bridge the gaps between different organisational and 
social contexts appears innate, but most of us must learn how to do it. In which 
case, the complexity of contemporary organisations and the volatility of the 
environments in which we live and work call for a playbook of how to oper-
ate in our networked world. A clearly articulated approach to working across 
organisational and external boundaries, with the potential to deliver a collab-
orative advantage leveraged through engaging internal and external networks, 
this book has been our attempt to make a start on that playbook. 

The genesis of the book emerged from a recognition that what constitutes per-
sonal authority and the style of leadership that grows from it is not fxed. Many 
of the attributes of leadership, what makes others follow, vary over time and 
space. What works in South Africa may not work as well in south London, what 
worked in Elizabethan England may not work in post-Covid Britain. Equally, 
just as social leadership suggests, the mantle of leadership can be taken up by 
different people at different times, depending upon who is best suited to lead 
in that context. The football manager who got his team into the Premiership 
may not be the leader to keep them there, the wartime leader may not be the 
right leader in peacetime and the CEO who saved the company from fnancial 
ruin through hard-nosed cost-cutting may not be the leader to reinvent the 
company and take it in a new direction. 

However, we have found that whatever the context and whatever the chal-
lenge, the best leaders demonstrate the four aspects of Network Leadership. 
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They have a thorough grasp of the context in which they operate – they under-
stand the system. They have something to say that is worth listening to – they 
have convening power. They make things happens, with and without a formal 
leadership position – they can lead beyond their authority. And fnally, they 
have incredible reserves of energy and an impatience to get things done – they 
display restless persuasion. 

Understanding the System 

Social networks represent the natural inclination of humans to develop social 
relations and ultimately societies. We have social instincts and come into the 
world with predispositions towards learning how to cooperate, how to discrim-
inate the trustworthy from the treacherous, to commit ourselves to earning a 
good reputation and to exchange goods and information for mutual beneft. 
However, there is a darker side to our social nature, a tendency for humanity to 
fragment into competing groups and tribes, with minds all too ready to adopt 
familiar prejudices and, at an extreme, pursue genocidal feuds. 

As human beings we are distributed across networks, actor-networks and social 
networks, which inextricably combine our inner world or consciousness with 
our external social world. Alva Noë, Professor of Philosophy at the University 
of California at Berkeley, describes consciousness as something we do, enact or 
perform in dynamic relation to the world around us. Consciousness, in other 
words, happens within a context.1 In effect, we are as much a part of our net-
works as our networks are a part of us. 

From a leadership perspective, actor-networks challenge the idea of the single 
super leader, compelling us to rethink leadership as something embedded in 
and constituted through networks. It reinforces the notion of post-heroic or 
shared leadership, highlighting that a key component of better leadership per-
formance is understanding and exploiting our leader-network to greatest effect. 
And, through an examination of Social Network Analysis (SNA), we sought 
to help that understanding by making explicit the networks in which we exist, 
enabling us to “see” how they form and evolve, how we infuence them and 
how they infuence us. 

Furthermore, we have examined how to think critically within the networks 
in which we fnd ourselves. Networks shape what we perceive and lead us to 
construct personal models of how the world works. These models are unique to 
us, no one can see the world quite the way we do, nor can we see how others 
perceive the world. Awkwardly, our networked consciousness is so fundamen-
tal to who we are that it is often hard to fully comprehend these networks and 
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to realise how we are infuenced by them and how much is hidden from us. 
And without such knowledge it is hard to lead effectively. As Ed Catmull, co-
founder of Pixar and president of Walt Disney Animation Studios, observes: 

If you don’t try to uncover what is unseen and understand its nature, you 
will be ill-prepared to lead.2 

It is a diffculty compounded by the nature of knowledge, which in itself is 
profoundly problematic, being contextual, perishable, imperfect, competitive 
and increasingly abundant. On the one hand, understanding is hampered by 
the sheer volume of data and information, and on the other by the sheer anar-
chy and lack of veracity among multiple individual and collective perceptions, 
biases, interpretations, prejudices and preferences. That together creates the 
social echo chambers in which we exist. 

At a personal level then, we have investigated the requirement for healthy crit-
ical self-awareness: a grasp of why and how you know something, interrogation 
of what you think you know, awareness to ensure you have suffcient sources 
of relevant knowledge and an ability to consider them from a variety of per-
spectives. An individual capacity that corresponds well with Donald Schön’s 
notion of the “refective practitioner”, an individual who is able to cope with 
change and uncertainty by interpreting and responding to the peculiarities of 
the circumstances in which they fnd themselves. 

Understanding is foundational to any form of leadership, but it is absolutely ex-
plicit in our formulation of network leadership, and in our experience network 
leaders understand four things. First, they understand that we all exist within 
networks (we are all connected, no individual is an island) and that these net-
works determine how we perceive the world with all its biases and prejudices. 
Second, they understand their own network, the system or context in which 
they live and work, including a recognition that it is dynamic and continually 
evolving. Third, they have developed the individual capacity to act effciently 
and effectively within that context. And fnally but most critically, they know 
how to lead others within this context. 

Network Leadership requires not only knowledge of your social network; it re-
quires this deeper level of understanding, what we might call wisdom, the wis-
dom to place knowledge in its wider context, thus providing the background for 
a more nuanced appreciation of leadership, more sophisticated problem solving 
and insightful decision-making. The analogy we used is chess. Knowledge is 
about recognising where the pieces sit on a chessboard and how they move, but 
understanding is having the foresight to anticipate how the game could and 
should develop. Understanding supports the development of effective strategy 
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and effcient planning through an appreciation of the environment and the ac-
tors within it, which, in turn, informs the application of power and our capac-
ity to infuence behaviour and the course of events. Without understanding, 
leadership founders. 

Network Leaders can see across the whole system/network in which they op-
erate with a view to making the sum of the interacting parts greater than the 
whole, which, in part, is about recognising who has what and who needs what 
in terms of knowledge, skills and resources. But crucially, it is about recognising 
that opportunities and threats do not come neatly parcelled to ft the organisa-
tional teams, departments, divisions and sectors into which we have arranged 
ourselves. 

Convening Power 

Network Leaders not only understand the system in which they operate, cop-
ing individually with change and uncertainty, they shape it. Returning to our 
chess analogy, while understanding is having the foresight to anticipate how 
the game could and should develop, convening power is about shaping the sys-
tem, shaping and developing the game itself, adding your own rules and pieces 
(just as chess has evolved over time), creating the network conditions that are 
required for success. In this sense, the role of the Network Leader is to enable 
the right environment. And the frst step in that endeavour is having some-
thing to say that is worth listening to. Having a personal manifesto, a declara-
tion of intent made public through your words and actions, has an attractive 
power to gather people around you. Broadly speaking, this takes two forms. 

Either you powerfully articulate an existing idea, appealing to a constituency of 
fellow travellers, who have yet to coalesce around a shared mandate for action 
but are able to do so around you, or you have something new to say, an idea 
or approach that attracts people with its freshness, vibrancy and explanatory 
power. But in both cases, you become the hub of a newly forming network, 
which, with skilful application of power, is yours to craft and grow. 

Leadership is a function of power, but our focus is on the power derived from 
your person not your position. We recognise that formal and positional power 
often helps, but principally we are concerned with how personal power is used 
to persuade or infuence the behaviour of others, which in itself is often used as 
a defnition of leadership. To illustrate this, we adapted a clinical behavioural 
model that describes infuence in terms of certain key elements: convincing 
people that your idea is of value to them; that it is achievable and worth their 
effort; and that it is within their ability or potential. It also requires the creation 
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of a conducive environment for behaviour change and the opportunity to see 
others doing and achieving positive results because of that behaviour. 

To do that, a network leader’s personal manifesto must, in the frst instance, be 
well told. Stories and narratives appeal to our base emotions and compel action 
in a way that often defes rational argument. As Maya Angelou, the American 
poet and civil rights activist, famously observed: 

I’ve learned that people will forget what you said, people will forget what 
you did, but people will never forget how you made them feel. 

This is a hugely powerful capability, and with such power must come respon-
sibility. No discussion of leadership can proceed without considering ethics. 
Leadership is neutral; it can use fair means and foul and be directed towards 
ends that are either noble and self-effacing or repugnant and self-serving. Ex-
amples of both abound. But we frmly believe that the mantle of leadership 
and all that means in terms of the hope and trust placed in leaders demands 
that they act ethically and towards ends that are morally justifable, right and 
true. At the very least, leaders should seek to fx problems, not exploit them for 
selfsh or political gain. It also demands that leaders have the moral courage to 
speak out when they see others acting unethically. 

At an organisational level, this means we cannot ignore organisational politics, 
which is effectively the informal network made explicit: the alliances, the deals 
and informal connections that make things happen. But the use of personal 
power and infuence for political gain should not be a prescription for fghting 
dirty and behaving unethically. Rather, it is a prescription for being smart, one 
that recognises both the practical and ethical implications of each action you 
take and its implications for the organisation and its people. In business, as 
in war, the line between the ethical and unethical should never be crossed. 
Integrity and self-discipline on the part of the community leader, the military 
commander and the business leader are paramount. 

Some people say they don’t do politics, but the hard truth is that rational, 
logical argument and doing a good job will only get you so far. Leaders need to 
be able to operate within the messy reality of organisational politics, but to do 
so constructively, positively and for the collective good. And to act morally is 
a sound practical approach, because so much of effective leadership depends 
upon trust. Trust is the only foundation on which to build a personal manifesto 
worthy of others’ support and is a powerful source of alignment. 

Alignment is crucial in any collective endeavour and Network Leadership 
highlights the value of connective power, not only in the ability to understand 
the network and know what is required of it, but the capacity to connect it 
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towards the achievement of what is required. In short, great leaders are great 
connectors. They understand the dynamics of how to grow, nurture and enable 
effective networks through mapping, weaving and building to the point where 
the network is not only sustainable but can grow without them. 

These are not superfcial networks of business cards and contacts, but networks 
of relationships directed towards specifc goals. Networks give us all strength 
when we are wavering and question us when we are perhaps being overconf-
dent. Networks give us new learning and new ideas, but ultimately networks 
help us to implement our passions and our ideas. 

Leading Beyond Authority 

In its purest form, leading beyond your authority is about turning your ideas, 
your personal manifesto, into action without recourse to formal or positional 
authority. Fundamentally, it is about making powerful connections across your 
inner, outer and peripheral networks, and it recognises that as we move from 
our inner to peripheral network, our formal authority diminishes until all that 
is left is our personal authority. It becomes leadership in the raw, deriving from 
our personal power, an ability to connect and the insight that leadership is 
something we give, not something we get. 

Network Leaders have the ability to simultaneously see two perspectives: their 
place in the hierarchy and the network that surrounds them. They choose not 
to be constrained by either, but instead are guided by their own belief, sense of 
personal authority and ability to navigate between the two systems. 

Personal authority is about you. It is a combination of your ideas, intelligence 
and expertise. The things you know about the business and its sector, the ex-
pertise with which you utilise this knowledge, but also the disparate ideas you 
are able to draw upon. A key part of the leader’s role is to be strategic. To main-
tain perspective and see things in a wider context rather than being caught in 
the moment. It is all too easy to be reactive rather than proactive, to be driven 
by events. A wise leader learns to distinguish between the urgent and the im-
portant. They learn not to be confused by different advice and information, but 
to use it instead as a series of reference points to orientate themselves and then 
synthesise the conficting views into a coherent way forward. 

Thinking strategically sets leaders apart from managers, from those who exe-
cute and implement plans. It is the ability to appreciate the bigger picture, the 
broader environment in which you work. We described it as being T-shaped, 
the capability to place your deep technical expertise and knowledge and that 
of your team within the broader context of what the organisation is trying to 
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achieve. This also requires leaders to be polymaths with a sound understanding 
of what their colleagues and peers do in other functions and departments, how 
they contribute together and apart. 

Thinking strategically speaks directly to the work of Ibarra and Hunter3 about 
making the transition from functional to general management, but more 
broadly it is an ability, at any level in an organisation, to step into the uncer-
tainty of problems with no easy solution or any frm solution at all. It requires 
a capacity for refection, an ability to broaden your vision beyond day-to-day 
operational and tactical concerns. To sit back and look up, to ask what happens 
next. To seek patterns, identify opportunities, make choices (often based on 
incomplete data) and align stakeholders around your strategic insights. 

But this also requires receptive power: your ability to listen, admit your mistakes 
and absorb new ideas. This is imperative because, as previously noted,4 a group 
of individuals whose collective behaviour is controlled by a single individual 
cannot behave in a more complex way than the individual who is exercising 
control. Consequently, once the complexity of demands is beyond that of a 
single individual, a new approach is needed, one that mirrors the interactions 
and mechanisms of the network which it is trying to control. Leaders therefore 
must have a capacity to learn, grow and develop collectively, and help others 
to do the same. And ultimately, this growth is towards an appreciation of the 
context in which you operate and an ability to enable collective action. 

This is leading through facilitation, essentially creating a conducive environ-
ment for people to listen, learn and grow, both individually and collectively, 
and to see what can be achieved together. And this is made possible by leading 
with ideas and an inspiring vision. In essence, it is about giving people a reason 
to follow you, and if you don’t think that you have original ideas, then seek 
them out. Develop the weak ties in your network that will take you to the edge, 
the interface between networks where disparate people, processes and philos-
ophies collide, the place where great ideas happen, ideas which, with thought 
and refection, you can adapt to your own context. 

And if you’re still at a loss, you can always lead with questions. Socrates, one 
of the most infuential fgures of all time, led with questions. Curiosity is a 
wonderful way to open yourself to new ideas, but it is also a way to open a space 
for others to have new ideas and think differently, gently challenging people’s 
assumptions and prejudices, asking why we do things like that around here. 
Leading people into a space where they are able to question their view of the 
world and consider alternatives. 

The contexts in which leadership is enacted vary, but as we have made clear, 
network leadership is suited to a VUCA world and to handling Wicked 
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Problems, where both the problem and solution maybe uncertain. And in our 
experience, leadership in this environment is more about enabling than di-
recting; more about infuence than control; more indirect than direct. It is 
leadership understood frst and foremost as a social process that creates rather 
than forces direction, alignment and commitment. It is less about formal and 
positional authority and more about personal power and infuence, and that 
takes more time and energy than simply telling people what to do. 

Restless Persuasion 

There is nothing new under the sun and Network Leadership is no exception. 
We do, however, believe that signifcant aspects of the energy and resilience 
required of leaders has been somewhat neglected, particularly that network 
leaders develop a capacity to thrive in chaos and need a degree of unreasona-
bleness and impatience to get things done. There will be times when network 
leaders are a pain in the neck, pushing their peers, colleagues and followers 
where they do not believe they are capable of going or towards outcomes that 
appear impossible. But this is vital. 

In part, Network Leaders have such energy and resilience because they are 
comfortable in chaos. They relish complexity and the challenges and opportu-
nities it provides. They delight in wicked problems and the challenge of gath-
ering a constituency of the like-minded to take on such problems. They step 
into such situations with an assurance that provides comfort and confdence to 
those around them, those who might otherwise walk away from such ambiguity 
and uncertainty. 

If you want to lead in complex environments, you have no choice but to de-
velop a similar capacity to cope, if not thrive, in situations of uncertainty. But 
let’s face it; no one becomes a better leader by avoiding diffcult situations. As 
the old saying goes: a boat in harbour is safe, but that’s not what boats are for. 
Network leaders recognise that crises can also create opportunities and they 
are therefore better able to position themselves to prosper when others falter 
and anchor themselves in a set of unshakeable values and beliefs. As we men-
tioned, Ignatius Loyola, founder of the Jesuit movement, captured this aspect 
of network leadership well, in describing the ideal Jesuit as “living with one 
foot raised”.5 An individual always ready to respond to emerging opportuni-
ties but grounded in core beliefs and values that are non-negotiable, providing 
a foundation for purposeful change as opposed to aimless drifting in pursuit 
of the next best thing. But to lead in this environment also requires emo-
tional intelligence, a capacity to recognise that for most people uncertainty is 
uncomfortable. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

257 Conc lus ion 

As a rule, we humans like to know where we are and where we are headed, 
but our networked world and the innovation and creativity it demands require 
that we spend time on the edge and travel paths that lead who knows where. 
Covid-19 and events like it present organisations and individuals with chal-
lenges to health, well-being, income and future employment. In times like this 
giving people the support they need requires leaders with empathy and under-
standing. Leaders who appreciate the personal change curve and can diagnose, 
with absolute honesty, where they and their people are on that curve, whether 
they are in shock, denial, experiencing anger, feeling depressed, exploring pos-
sibilities or committing to new ways of operating.6 

A leader must be a container of their followers’ anxieties, but also the spark ignit-
ing activity and the fuel rekindling and sustaining it. However, just as in Stephen 
King’s book The Green Mile, where the hero takes away the pain of others but 
suffers physical pain and exhaustion as a result, this requires uncommon powers 
of determination and mental toughness. It is also a diffcult balance to strike. The 
problem with a nanny state, like a helicopter parent, is that it breeds dependence. 
Coddled children are not only unable to think for themselves, but they are also 
less likely to think about others. Just as Network Leadership requires you to grow 
and build self-sustaining networks, it also requires that you help other people to 
live and work productively for themselves in a context of uncertainty: balancing 
compassion with, at times, impatience and unreasonable determination. 

When reasonable people say there are not enough people, resources or time to 
get a job done, leaders may need to act unreasonably and that requires courage 
as well as energy. The morale courage to do what they believe to be right in the 
face of pressure from others to do something different or nothing at all. It is the 
ability to transcend the group and what is mistakenly assumed to be reasona-
ble. But they must do so without breaking people, the empathy to understand 
that not everyone is like them and we used the notion of the Zone of Proximal 
Development (ZPD) to illustrate this point. Creating an environment that en-
ables people to achieve their best in pursuit of shared objectives. 

Finally 

Our context is changing and those you lead are watching you. More is expected 
of leaders in times of change and uncertainty. On the one hand, leaders are still 
expected to get the job done, to push things to a conclusion and get results, but 
on the other, they must also connect things, they must bring people together, 
developing and maintaining collaborative activity in pursuit of shared goals 
and nurturing individuals to give of their best. Leaders cannot choose one or 
the other, they must choose both. Network Leaders achieve this balance. 
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Unreasonableness, impatience and setting a demanding pace is an important 
element of leadership, sometimes it is just what is needed, but it won’t provide 
lasting improvements unless you balance it with compassion. Always pushing 
on at a relentless pace will eventually fnd you pushing on alone with nobody 
following. You and they will eventually burn out. But the answer is not neces-
sarily to reduce the pace, it is also to have strategies to support those we lead in 
coping with the pace, to be a coach and confdant as well as a pacesetter. 

The best leaders must be extremely challenging, but alongside this, they need 
to show that they welcome challenge themselves. They need to role model 
an open and engaging style of leadership, encouraging their teams to question 
their thinking, going out of their way create an environment in which it is 
okay to question and quiz them. Equally, great leaders are curious. They ask 
questions and genuinely listen to the answers, because they don’t believe they 
have all the answers. They involve their staff in crucial decisions and encour-
age them to test new ideas. 

The role of leaders is to do the best they can to improve their operating en-
vironment and this, of course, means that there is competition within and 
between organisations, often expressed though organisational politics. While 
perhaps being unfashionable to admit it, organisations need competition as 
well as collaboration. Competition stops us from being complacent and keeps 
us on our toes, but without collaboration, all we will get is greater variation 
in quality. Some will get better and do well, but others won’t and overall the 
system will not improve. The right kind of collaboration is key, though it’s 
not about huddling together and mindlessly endorsing each other’s views and 
practices. It needs to be inclusive but also focused on outcomes, on raising the 
collective bar and achieving real solutions for improvement. 

Above all, Network Leaders can adapt their leadership to different circum-
stances. They are capable of asking themselves whether the leadership ap-
proaches that have worked for them in the past are still going to work for them 
in the future in a world that is likely to be different from the one we have now, 
whether we like it or not. As the whole system shifts and turns, more than 
ever before, we need leaders who demonstrate personal authority, pace and a 
commitment to systems that work, combining competition with inclusivity, 
collaboration and contextualisation – leaders who can step up to create and 
lead self-improving networks. 

This feels like a defning moment, characterised by unprecedented levels of 
uncertainty, politically, economically, socioculturally and from local to global. 
However, as unprecedented as many of these events may be, humanity has 
been through similar crises before. Inevitably, we are not entirely in control of 
our own destiny, we never have been nor likely ever will be, but unlike other 
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species we do have a degree of agency and a capacity to infuence events and 
impose some form of order. That capacity resides in Network Leaders, in an-
yone with the grit and determination to step up and make a stand, to gather 
people around them and get things done; leaders who seize the opportunity to 
redefne our world and work relentlessly towards positive outcomes for us all. 

Leadership Questions 

You are now at the end of the book but at the beginning of your next step in 
leadership, so take some time to refect. Update Your Leadership Questions 
(LQs), which provide your personal guide to Network Leadership, and refect 
on what you have learnt: 

1. Has it changed how you think about leadership? If so, how? 
2. How have you or how might you use Network Leadership? 
3. What’s next for you as a Network Leader? Make at least one commitment 

to action! 

Notes 

1 Noë, A. (2009). Out of Our Heads: Why You Are Not Your Brain, and Other Lessons 
from the Biology of Consciousness. New York: Hill & Wang. 

2 Catmull, E. (2014). Creativity, Inc. Overcoming the Unseen Forces that Stand in the 
Way of True Inspiration. London: Bantam Press, p. 169. 

3 Ibarra, H. and Hunter, M.L. (2007). How Leaders Create and Use Networks. Har-
vard Business Review, 85(1): pp. 40–7. 

4 Bar-Yam, Y. (1997). Complexity Rising: From Human Beings to Human Civiliza-
tion, a Complexity Profle. [online] Available at: https://necsi.edu/complexity-ris-
ing-from-human-beings-to-human-civilization-a-complexity-profle (accessed 17 
Apr. 2021). 

5 Lowney, C. (2003). Heroic Leadership: Best Practices from a 450-Year-Old Company 
That Changed the World. Chicago: Loyola Press. 

6 The change curve, now often used in diagnosing the effects of change on people in 
organisations, was developed from the original work of the psychiatrist Elizabeth 
Kubler-Ross; see Kubler-Ross, E. (1969). On Death and Dying. New York: Macmil-
lan Publishing. 
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 Appendix 1: A Brief History of 
Social Network Analysis1 

Arguably, the study of networks dates to the mid-18th century and the East 
Prussian city of Konigsberg. Among the sights of the city were seven bridges 
across the Pregel River, which connected the two river banks and two islands in 
the middle of the river. A familiar conundrum for the inhabitants was whether 
it was possible to cross all the bridges in a single walk without re-crossing any 
of them. In 1735 Leon Euler demonstrated why such a walk was, in fact, impos-
sible, and in the process invented network theory. 

Social Network Analysis emerged from the social science disciplines of psychol-
ogy (specifcally Gestalt psychology and social psychology), sociology and social 
anthropology, each of which offered unique approaches to the study of social 
networks, but historical accounts tend to agree that the feld started through 
the efforts of Jacob Moreno, a student of psychiatry from Vienna, who immi-
grated to the United States in 1925 and developed the feld of “sociometry”, 
widely considered to be the precursor to social network analysis. Moreno was 
infuenced by Gestalt psychology, which argued, in contrast to the behaviourist 
school, that human perceptions could best be understood in the context of the 
mind as a whole rather than its individual parts. While a student at the Univer-
sity of Vienna, he also became interested in how the psychological well-being 
of individuals was linked to the social relations in which they were embedded. 

Working with Helen Hall Jennings, they developed sociometry, which used 
quantitative methods to study the structure of groups and the positions of in-
dividuals within those groups. The approach also used “sociograms” to depict 
individuals (or any social unit) and their relationships to others in the group. 
The individuals were portrayed as points (nodes) and the relationship linking 
them as lines (ties or edges). 

Sociograms were frst presented to the public in 1933 after Moreno helped to 
explain the spate of runaways from a reformatory school in New York, which he 
illustrated was explicable in terms of the girl’s social networks.2 The sociograms 
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generated a great deal of interest and public attention. Much of their appeal 
stemming from the simple yet powerful way in which they communicated a 
new way of conceptualising social relationships. However, despite this initial 
success and the publication of a journal called Sociometry, by the 1960s and 
1970s, interest had largely drifted elsewhere and the journal changed its name 
to the Social Psychology Quarterly. 

Working at much the same time was Kurt Lewin, another European trained 
scholar who had also been infuenced by Gestalt theories. He too brought this 
knowledge with him when he immigrated to the United States in the 1930s, al-
though there is little evidence for Moreno and Lewin actively working together 
or citing each other’s work. 

Lewin is best known for developing the theoretical framework called “feld 
theory”, which describes and explains human behaviour and perception from 
a structural perspective. Lewin saw behaviour embedded within a “feld”, 
which he defned as “the totality of coexisting facts which are conceived as 
mutually interdependent”. He argued that to truly understand perception and 
behaviour, one needed to understand this larger context of coexisting facts. 
In 1945, he became director of the Research Center for Group Dynamics at 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), where he infuenced Alex Bav-
elas, Dorwin Cartwright and Leon Festinger. Unfortunately, he died shortly 
after and his research team were split between MIT and the University of 
Michigan. 

Alex Bavelas led the Group Networks Laboratory at MIT and designed several 
experiments centred on issues of communication and information diffusion in 
small groups, focusing in particular on which kinds of network structures af-
fected the speed and effciency of information diffusion. This, in turn, led to 
the development of centrality and cliques, key concepts in social network anal-
ysis. Social psychology continues to infuence network theory through Fried-
kin’s social infuence theory and Cook’s social exchange theory. 

The irony of the history of social network analysis, particularly in the early 
days, is that many researchers were working separately from each other without 
knowledge of each other’s existence. Thus, while Moreno and Jennings were 
developing sociometry, social anthropologists in Britain and the United States 
were also exploring new ways of studying social issues. 

A particularly infuential fgure was Alfred Radcliffe-Brown, who argued that 
society could be seen as a “complex network of social relations” that he labelled 
a “social structure” and could be used to move beyond abstract categories of 
culture and class, towards direct observation of the connections between indi-
viduals, in other words an empirical method of studying culture. 
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One of Radcliffe-Brown’s protégés, W. Lloyd Warner, collaborated with Elton 
Mayo in the Harvard Business School to widen the scope of Mayo’s study of 
the psychological characteristics of workers in the Western Electric company 
to include a concern for the social context and structures surrounding work-
ers. Together they led an anthropological study on interpersonal interactions 
among 14 workers at the Hawthorne factory (1931–32). It was the frst major 
study, within a natural setting, to use a sociogram to describe the relations ob-
served by feld workers. 

Warner also launched a second study in a New England town based upon a 
conceptual framework, in which he describes society and communities as com-
posed of “a group of mutually interacting individuals”, whereby each relation 
is “part of the total community and mutually depended upon all other parts”. 
Despite having little direct impact on social network analysis until the 1950s, 
ideas relating to social networks were also present in early sociological thought 
and had an impact on the work of Radcliffe-Brown and Warner. 

Emile Durkheim, for example, argued that any social phenomena (what he 
referred to as social facts) could only be understood in relation to others and to 
the wider social context. In his famous study on suicide (1897), he argued that 
suicides were less frequent amongst those individuals who were well integrated 
into society, and as such, suicides were an example of how one particular social 
phenomenon (in this case suicide) could only be understood by looking at how 
individuals were embedded within a larger social system. 

Georg Simmel used similar arguments to contrast his theories with those of 
macro level theorists such as Weber and Marx. In Simmel’s view, macro level 
structures and social phenomena could be understood by focusing on micro 
social interactions among individuals or small groups. In his work, Philosophy 
of Money (1900), he discussed the distinction between a dyad (a relationship 
between two persons) and a triad (a group formed of three persons), noting that 
the simple addition of a third person transforms the social dynamics in crucial 
ways and that understanding this could shed light on society at large and how 
larger structures constrain individuals. 

With dyads, each individual still maintains his or her own identity, yet this 
situation changes with the introduction of a third member. With a triad, a 
group effect or structure is more likely to occur, and in doing so constrain or 
undermine the individuality of each person. Triads introduce the possibility of 
alliances and group pressure and illustrate how larger structures, such as insti-
tutions and cultures, could dominate and constrain individuals. 

It was in fact another sociologist, George Homans, who described and synthe-
sised all the techniques, methods and theoretical insights that were currently 
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in use. His book, The Human Group (1950), was the frst comprehensive ac-
count of small group research combining insights from psychology and social 
anthropology and went on to infuence other theories in the feld, including 
James Coleman’s Foundations of Social Theory (1990), theory of social action 
and social capital, which, in turn, has been widely cited in the more recent 
work of Ronald S. Burt (1995) and Robert Putnam (2000). 

But it was Harvard’s sociology department that became the centre of social 
network analysis under the leadership of Harrison White, where he established 
a research programme combining social network concepts with mathematical 
techniques and the testing of empirical data. His years of teaching at Harvard 
infuenced and shaped a generation of social network scholars, including Mark 
Granovetter, who developed the concept of weak and strong ties (1973). 

Notes 

1 A fuller version can be found in Prell, C. (2012). Social Network Analysis: History, 
Theory & Methodology. London: Sage Publishing. 

2 Fortunately for Jazz music, the study came too late to prevent a 15-year-old girl 
called Ella Fitzgerald from escaping. 



   

    

 

 Appendix 2: Leader 
Biographies 

Caroline Naven 

Caroline has led public sector multi-agency, multidisciplinary teams in London 
and the West Midlands sector for 25 years. She has set up new innovative ser-
vices in community safety and neighbourhood management and is currently the 
Head of Preparation for Adulthood at Birmingham City Council. Previously, 
she has worked with a plethora of public, private and voluntary and community 
sectors which has required her to lead beyond authority. A compassionate, cu-
rious leader, she is governed by the mantra of agitate, educate, organise and em-
powers her teams through the application of a distributed leadership model. A 
former lecturer in law, she utilised her legal training to work as a volunteer on 
the Release helpline providing advice about substance misuse. She currently 
sits on the Board of trustees for St Anne’s hostel for homeless men and their 
canine companions as well as being a governor at Langley Secondary School. 

Darcy Willson-Rymer 

Darcy was appointed Chief Executive Offcer (CEO) of Card Factory in March 
2021. Prior to this appointment, he served as CEO of Costcutter Supermarkets 
for eight years. During his time at Costcutter, Darcy successfully steered a na-
tionwide multisite owned and franchised convenience retail business through 
a period of signifcant change and led the brand transformation of the business. 
Prior to this, Darcy held a range of roles in international branded businesses, 
including Starbucks Coffee Company, Unilever and Yum Restaurants Interna-
tional. He is Chair of Stop the Traffk, an NGO committed to ending modern 
slavery, he believes passionately that we should not live in a world where peo-
ple are bought and sold. 
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Dame Jayne-Anne Gadhia DBE 

Jayne-Anne has more than 30 years of experience in fnance and banking. She 
is the Founder and Executive Chair of the fntech Snoop that helps customers 
to better manage their money. She is the founder of Gadhia Consultants. As 
one of the original directors of Virgin Direct, she launched the Virgin One 
Account in 1998. Following the acquisition by Royal Bank of Scotland (RBS) 
of the Virgin One Account, she went on to lead a number of RBS business 
units, ultimately joining the RBS Retail Executive Board where she was re-
sponsible for RBS’s mortgage business. She returned to the Virgin family in 
2007 and became the CEO of Virgin Money until its sale to CYBG in 2018. 
Jayne-Anne is a frm believer in the importance of businesses making a posi-
tive contribution to society. She won Leader of The Year at the Lloyds Bank 
National Business Awards in 2018 in recognition of her personal impact on the 
culture and success of Virgin Money as a force for good in the banking industry. 
From 2016 to 2021, she was the UK Government’s Women in Finance Cham-
pion and continues to support and promote the Women in Finance Charter as 
an advisor. In November 2020 Jayne-Anne was appointed the new Chair of the 
Her Majesty’s Revenue and Customs (HMRC) Board. She was previously the 
CEO (UK and Ireland) of Salesforce. A committed supporter of The Prince’s 
Charities, she is a Trustee of the Tate and has previously served as Chair of 
Scottish Business in the Community and the Chair of Dumfries House. 

Professor Jonathan H Deacon PhD 

Jonathan is Professor of Marketing at the School of Design, Digital and Mar-
keting at the University of South Wales, where he leads research with a fo-
cus on how entrepreneurial frms “create markets” and how SME’s can “go to 
market” in the era of digital platforms and technically literate consumers. He 
consults with business and government bodies on several strategic projects, 
business development initiatives and the digital economy. However, Jonathan’s 
career prior to academia was within business – he launched and grew several 
successful businesses and has a working knowledge of high growth businesses 
and new venture starts. Jonathan is an acknowledged global “thought leader” 
at the interface between Marketing, Design Thinking and Management. He 
is an experienced non-executive director (NED). Jonathan is also Vice Chair 
and UK board member of the European Marketing Confederation and is an 
appointed member of the Royal Anniversary Trust’s Readers Panel for the 
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Queen’s Anniversary Awards. Jonathan retains an interest in business and 
sits on the boards of a number of “not for loss” companies. For relaxation he 
“enjoys” adventure sports! 

Ruth Dearnley OBE 

Ruth Dearnley OBE became Chief Executive of the charity for STOP THE 
TRAFFIK in May 2008 having participated in its formation in 2005. The char-
ity aims to disrupt and prevent human traffcking and exploitation worldwide. 
With a law degree and background in education, she inspires and enables peo-
ple to transform the world around them, starting in their local community. 
Ruth believes that STOP THE TRAFFIK’s working model demonstrates the 
unique power of bringing people and technology into a harmonious relation-
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