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Foreword

The great majority of books on leadership are about key principles. Very 
few examine leadership development and even fewer examine how we 
learn leadership. Often these books are read by people who are interested 
in finding a new approach to leadership, a way of leading that seems more 
appropriate for the circumstances of today. Yet I sense that the polemic 
suggestions and recipes on offer within these books fail to grasp how an 
individual may assimilate and distil such wisdom into being able to lead 
in the complexity of the specific situations people face. Undoubtedly, 
the authors expect people to learn through translating and applying the 
ideas but perhaps this underestimates processes of learning. In essence 
I would argue that there is a major disconnect between the arguments 
of what leadership is and our understanding of how we learn to practice 
leadership. This book refreshingly seeks to bridge this disconnect by 
connecting leadership and learning through the notion of practice – 
captured by Steve’s argument (in Chapter 1) that both are two sides of 
the same coin. 

It is interesting that the book is about managers learning to lead. 
Whatever we think about the difference between management and 
leadership, it is almost certainly true that most people become manag-
ers before they become leaders, whether they are in large public and 
private sector businesses, or small businesses where people learn first to 
work in their business and then need to learn to work on their businesses. 
In all contexts, learning to move on from management to leadership 
is a major part of the challenge. This challenge is further accentuated 
by people’s histories prior to becoming managers. For example, about 
two-thirds of people who become managers have done something else – 
like being an engineer or some other specialist to do with the product 
or service of their organisation, before moving on to management 
(Williams 2001, 2002). The importance of prior activities is explored in 
Chapter 3 in terms of identity change and an argument is outlined that 
learning, the development of practice and our sense of identity (as, for 
example, engineer, manager and then leader) are interrelated. In recent 
work (Pedler et al. 2004) we have argued that management is often the 
career step before leadership. Steve’s argument is, I believe, sympathetic 
to this by seeing this transition as being shaped by a trajectory in which 
we engage with others that helps to shape our learning. In this sense 
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we move from being an engineer to ‘becoming’ a leader. The continual 
learning associated with this notion of ‘becoming’ is explored in the 
book in chapters 3, 5 and 8 and usefully anchors this process to embed-
ded relationships within situations enacted through particular roles. 
So leadership is often taken on by people following career trajectories 
involving quite a lot of change, and therefore demanding considerable 
learning along the way. 

A central theme of this book is that leadership development takes 
place through ‘natural’ processes, an early theme of my own work 
(Burgoyne and Stuart 1977 and Burgoyne and Hodgson 1983). However, 
these ‘natural’ processes do not always work to the extent, or as quickly, 
as we would like. Using the example of health, this takes place through 
natural processes, like the working of our immune systems. For the 
most part we sustain a healthy balance through mechanisms that we are 
unaware of. In Chapter 8 Steve explores what such mechanisms might 
be that shape our leadership learning that occur naturally. However, 
we do get ill from time to time and often need medical interventions 
to get better. Should interventions (such as leadership development 
programmes) adopt a content expertise and suggest specific practices 
to be undertaken to develop ‘healthy’ leadership. Or should a proc-
ess perspective be offered up that can be seen to be going with the 
grain and facilitating the natural mechanism? Work we did for the UK 
Government (CEML 2000) identified that best practice process interven-
tions were significantly contextualised. In Chapter 9 Steve spells out 
how such best practice interventions can be aligned with underlying 
mechanisms to greatly enhance and improve the likely effectiveness of 
the intervention. 

Another central interest of mine is the evaluation of leadership 
development initiatives. Steve mentions a paradox to leadership devel-
opment (in Chapter 1) and this soundly resonates with me. Why do 
hard-headed business people seem to be willing to invest substantially 
in something that they are not sure works, or understanding of how it 
works. Using the health analogy again, it’s a little like medieval medical 
practices and the liberal use of leeches regardless of the patient’s condi-
tion and situation. In this sense for too long leadership development 
has been for the most part an ‘act of faith’. In part such an act of faith 
(described in Chapter 4) is as a consequence of the equivocal issue of 
understanding what leadership is captured by Barker’s (1997) question: 
‘How can we train leaders if we don’t know what leadership is?’ But 
is also a consequence of limited attention to understanding leader-
ship in particular contexts reflected in the purpose of this book. As a 
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 consequence Steve’s related question of course is: ‘How can we train 
leaders if we don’t know how they learn to lead?’ The comprehensive 
review of leadership, learning and leadership development in chapters 
2, 3 and 4 provide us with a useful synthesis of discussions related to 
both these questions. 

But there is a final question that continues to exorcise me and returns 
us back to a most fundamental issue: are leaders born or made? Clearly 
the whole book is based around the view that leadership can be learnt, 
and provides ample evidence for this. Steve carefully takes us through 
research and literature (chapters 2, 3 and 4) explaining what we cur-
rently know and illustrates gaps in our understanding argued to be as 
a result of tacit learning - learning we cannot express. In Chapter 6 he 
helps us to think about our own tacit learning through lived experi-
ence and invites us to compare this to four cases drawn from different 
contexts – outlined in Chapter 7. His argument seems plausible and 
convincing and I think his explanation provides a most fertile ground 
for further and deeper exploration – and in many ways provokes us to 
consider the policy and practical implications for leadership develop-
ment interventions. However, are leaders born or made?

My own view on the oldest question in the leadership debate comes 
from evolutionary psychology (Nicholson 1998, 2000): the will to man-
age and lead may be largely innate, but the ability to do it well is learnt. 
In everyday terms, this translates into the American Airways HR slogan: 
recruit for attitude, train for skill. The common ground between Steve 
and me is that we can all be ‘better’ at leading. This book provides a 
firm foundation for us to understand more deeply how we can ‘become 
better’.

John Burgoyne
Professor of Management Learning at Lancaster University 

Management School and Henley Business School

xii  Foreword
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xiii

Preface

This is not another book on leadership. Rather, this book explores 
‘leadership learning’ and seeks to answer the question: how we do we 
learn to lead? 

For what seems a fairly fundamental question there is a dearth of 
books exploring this area. There is no shortage of books providing 
insights into the nature of leadership and even more on solutions and 
prescriptions to enhancing leadership skills and behaviours. The com-
mon assumption behind these laudable texts is that if they were to be 
read and their arguments enacted, our leadership practice will be the 
better for it. Is it as simple as that? Do these texts reshape our leadership 
practice? The evidence, which will be outlined in this book, suggests we 
may be looking in the wrong direction. Perhaps we should look first at 
the foundations, how we learn to lead, and then build upon this. 

In a sense there is a certain paradox here. The thousands of books 
that have been published are in response to an almost inexhaustible 
demand to improve leadership, but little attention to exploring how 
such leadership is learnt. Leadership and leadership learning are inex-
tricably linked – like two sides of the same coin – they both inform the 
other. Why then has leadership learning been so overlooked? This puz-
zle drew me into a study of some eight years, the outcome of which is 
this book. I recall thumbing through notable leadership texts that said 
very little on leadership learning. I did literature searches and found 
few investigations into this area. However, I was struck by four pieces 
of published and frequently cited work: Burgoyne and Hodgson (1983), 
Davies and Easterby-Smith (1984), McCall and colleagues at the Center 
for Creative Leadership (1988) and Cox and Cooper (1989). The reason 
for being ‘struck’ was partly that these authors were speaking about the 
area I was interested in; and in particular that three of the four sets of 
authors were at Lancaster University Management School – colleagues. 
Ironically answers seemed to be so very close at hand. Bribing them 
with coffee, discussions began. There was good news and bad. The bad 
news was that although this was an area they thought rich enough to 
be explored, they had been distracted by other aspects and their careers 
had taken them away from developing these contributions. The good 
news was the encouragement they gave to explore further. They felt 
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now, more than ever with the present zeitgeist of leadership, that proc-
esses of leadership learning warranted a deeper exploration. I have also 
met with some of the folks from the Centre for Creative Leadership 
who have continued to pursue good work in this area – which will be 
examined in Chapter 4. 

This book then is a follow-on from the collective activities of these 
researchers and is also, in a sense, a companion in a complementary 
way to the current work in this area, notably by McCall (1998) in his 
book entitled ‘High Flyers’ and McCauley, Moxley and Van Velsor’s 
(2003) ‘Handbook of Leadership Development’. 

Building out from my Ph.D., this book draws from a theoretical base 
to establish the foundations of the subject – what is known about how 
managers learn to lead – in the form of Part II. Part III uses this foun-
dation to look inside the ‘black-box’ of leadership learning and goes 
beyond notions of ‘learning from experience’. Drawing out from 40 in-
depth interviews, four cases are outlined to enable comparison between 
managers in public and private sectors, women and men managers and 
the employed and the self-employed. In conclusion a contextual expla-
nation is provided that compares leadership learning between the pub-
lic and private sectors, between male and female managers and between 
the employed and self-employed. The insights from these four groups 
allow an explanation to be put forward that addresses the fundamental 
question: how do we learn to lead? 

If we understand how leadership is learnt, and how such learning 
differs between individuals and groups, then our focus is more oriented 
towards the practice of leadership as it is constructed in particular con-
texts. A corollary to this, and a perspective that runs through this book, 
is that there is no universal approach to leading. Leadership is learnt 
in an idiosyncratic fashion through our lived experiences, particularly 
drawn from the contexts in which we participate. With a local under-
standing, practice can be developed in tune with the organisational 
context. The benefits of understanding processes of leadership learning 
are many: 

We can understand and place emphasis on local contexts and the 
development of local practice.
We can illuminate the way that individuals are shaped by their con-
texts and yet also shape the ongoing practice of leadership for the 
next generation.
We can explore how leadership learning differs greatly between men 
and women, and between the employed and the self-employed. 

•

•

•

xiv  Preface
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We gain insight into enhancing individual leadership practice. 
We can start to consider the notion of designing leadership appren-
ticeship for people commencing their journey towards practising 
leadership. 
We will begin to enhance leadership development interventions 
and begin to get an appropriate return on the billions invested each 
year. 

This book addresses all of the above themes; themes that are generally 
only lightly addressed in the general leadership texts. There are some 
very good texts that explore management learning as a broad inclusive 
topic; but few that seek to unearth the difficult to reach almost imper-
ceptible phenomenon that is leadership learning. The conundrum is 
how to make visible processes influencing leadership practice that are 
so difficult to recall and express, as they occur unnoticed by managers 
affected by them. Perhaps, in part, this explains why there has been such 
limited academic attention to this area. This limited scholarly interest is 
asymmetric to the interest from practitioners whose desire for improved 
leadership practice is palpable in all walks of life. Within organisations 
leadership is seen almost as a panacea to arrest organisational malaise 
and stimulate change. In the UK the most current pronouncement on 
skills development, in the form of the ‘Leitch Report’ (2006), has greatly 
amplified these calls for enhancing leadership skills. However, I sense a 
certain déjà vu: the implementation of quick short-term universal solu-
tions with associated prescriptions at considerable cost that have very 
limited impact. If we wish to advance leadership practice we need to 
start at the beginning – how we learn to lead.

Someone reading this book could be an undergraduate student short-
ly to commence their leadership learning apprenticeship. It could be an 
experienced manager part way through their management career wish-
ing to refine their practice and understand new influences helping or 
hindering their development. Or perhaps a senior manager wishing to 
reflect back over their lived experience and understand how their lead-
ership practice has been constructed and appreciate the ongoing impact 
they have on the next generation of leaders. Or it might be someone 
about to commission a leadership development programme or evaluate 
past interventions and seek to enhance their understanding prior to fur-
ther investment. Or it might be a HR professional revisiting recruitment 
and selection processes. Certainly it seeks to extend our understanding 
and to encourage further research into this most important area. This 
book speaks to all these agendas. 

•
•

•
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My journey to understand how managers learn to lead has been 
enlightening. Not just from an academic sense, but also in terms of 
enabling me to make sense of the many experiences I have encountered 
that I had previously not understood or been aware of. I hope the book 
helps you with your journey in understanding leadership learning and 
developing leadership practice. 

xvi  Preface
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3

1
Introduction: How Do Managers 
Learn to Lead?

This book seeks to develop an explanation of managerial leadership 
learning. The term ‘leadership learning’ is limited in common usage, yet 
my argument in this book will suggest that it provides a most important 
focus by which we can gain a better understanding of leadership prac-
tice and thereby enhance leadership development interventions. In this 
book a study of leadership learning will seek to understand underlying 
influences that shape a manager’s knowledge acquisition and behav-
ioural orientation towards their leadership practice.

A ten-year review of research published in the Leadership Quarterly 
 succinctly summarised the situation on leadership development 
research: ‘We do not know enough about how organisational systems 
develop leaders’ (Lowe & Gardner, 2000: 495).

Such a comment is most revealing in terms of research orientation. 
The study and understanding of leadership has led to a voluminous 
output of research, and there are estimated to be in the region of 15,000 
publications with the word leadership in the title (Grint, 2005), most of 
which focus on the nature and characteristics of leadership. However, 
despite such high levels of academic interest in understanding the 
 phenomenon of leadership, there is a relative dearth of specific research 
aimed at understanding processes that shape managers’ understanding 
of organisational leadership.

There is a certain irony that relatively limited scholarly attention is ori-
ented at processes influencing leadership learning when an industry has 
been created servicing a seemingly inexhaustible demand for developing 
the next generation of organisational leaders. For example, it has been 
estimated that investment into leadership development in the US exceed-
ed $60 billion in 1998 (Fulmer & Wagner, 1999).1 Practitioner demand for 
leadership development research reflects a desire to  understand whether 
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4  How Managers Have Learnt to Lead

such significant investment is creating organisational leaders. At the time 
of writing this book such answers were still a long way off. Lowe and 
Gardner (2000) emphasised that since House and Howell’s (1992) call 
for greater understanding of ‘how organisational systems enhance the 
efficiency of leadership development efforts’ very little has been learnt 
(Lowe & Gardner, 2000: 495).

The thrust of the argument from Lowe and Gardner is not that we 
don’t have a broad understanding of how managers learn leadership; 
rather there is a degree of consensus towards informal development. 
But this understanding is at such a high level that it restricts explana-
tion. For example, it is generally understood that learning of leadership 
and management is shaped by hardships, line experience and notable 
people2 (McCall, Lombardo & Morrison, 1988) and it is accentuated by 
organisational contexts, offering greater scope and diversity of experi-
ences (Davies & Easterby-Smith, 1984; Conger, 2004). Similarly it is gen-
erally accepted that informal activities rather than formal interventions 
are predominant in influencing leadership learning (Conger, 1998, 
2004). And finally, best practice leadership development interventions 
orientate around contextualised informal activities such as mentoring, 
coaching or a variety of stretching assignments in a range of contexts 
(James & Burgoyne, 2001).

However, Lowe and Gardner (2000), echoing concerns of a number of 
commentators (such as Bryman 1996, 2004; Parry, 1998; Conger, 1998, 
2004; Day, 2000; and Burgoyne et al., 2004) are concerned that little 
is understood of the contextual processes influencing both leadership 
and leadership learning3 at the level of lived experience. Similarly these 
commentators have argued that historic methodological approaches to 
understanding leadership and leadership development have been asso-
ciated with quantitative analysis. A resounding call has been made for 
qualitative research as the method of choice for studying leadership and 
leadership development (Conger, 1998, 2004; Bryman, 2004), enabling 
situated nuances to be revealed that are otherwise obfuscated in the 
numeric aggregates associated with quantitative methodologies.

A guiding assumption that has shaped the arguments of this book has 
been an acceptance that leadership learning will be a complex process, 
idiosyncratically experienced and that a qualitative understanding at 
the level of lived experience is necessary if an understanding, at a deeper 
level than is currently known, is to be obtained. Although an individual 
focus is argued to be appropriate for revealing contextual depth, it may 
be possible to discern common underlying processes shaping leadership 
learning drawn from a collection of individual experiences. It is thus 
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Introduction  5

the intention to develop a deeper understanding of leadership learning 
and the processes influencing such learning, from a group of managers 
taken from a variety of contexts. In essence, a broad and fundamental 
puzzle is infused into the structure of the book:

At the level of lived experience, are there common processes influencing 
leadership learning of managers; or is their idiosyncratic experience of a 
 variety of contexts so varied that explanations can only be given at the level 
of the individual?

Chapter structure

To give light to this puzzle and to the notion of underlying influences 
on leadership learning we will first look at the lived experience of a 
famous mountaineer. The examination of this experience will provide a 
glimpse of influences on leadership learning that will be significant to 
an explanation of leadership learning. Additionally the mountaineer’s 
story will introduce three contexts:

Theoretical review of extant theorising on leadership, learning and 
leadership development – the interrelated nature of these three 
areas.
Methodological perspective shaping qualitative research into mana-
gerial leadership learning – why such an approach is required.
Policy environment in which leadership learning is situated – the 
leadership panacea.

These three contextual perspectives are drawn together through a 
personal narrative where I outline my interest in leadership learning. 
This practical and theoretical blend suggests a conundrum: Why do we 
invest so much into leadership development when we appear to know 
that we are looking in the wrong direction?

Leadership learning: Lived experience of Sir Chris Bonnington – 
Interview conducted 22 January 2003

I was introduced to Sir Chris Bonnington by a mutual friend. His 
achievements in the world of mountaineering are legend; both in 
terms of his climbing ability and, significantly, in terms of his leader-
ship of expeditions. It is towards that context that the interview was 
oriented. Sitting at his desk in his first floor study overlooking the 
North Cumbria fells, his dog wrapped around his feet, Chris answered 

•

•

•
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6  How Managers Have Learnt to Lead

the opening question (the same question posed to all interviewees in 
this study): How do you define leadership in terms of your experience 
of leading?

Leadership is getting a group of people to work together to achieve 
an objective in its simplest form. Effective leadership is sustainable. 
For example a bad leader, a sharp leader, a dishonest leader can be 
effective but not in the long run – bad is not sustainable. Sustaining 
is practical and lasts because of an ethical base, with integrity and 
humanity built in.

Examining this definition a few days later, it was most striking that 
the key aspects identified (such as a sustainable ethical base, integrity 
and humanity) could be seen in various combinations within different 
aspects of his leadership experiences. What was less clear during the 
interview was Chris’s awareness of the variety of influences by which 
these aspects had been learnt. It is not the intention of this review of the 
interview to describe the vivid, exciting and dramatic stories that were 
clearly the milieu of experiences that construct Chris’s biography. Such 
stories of mountaineers and business leaders are abundant, including in 
the various books that Chris has written. What is less abundant is an 
understanding of the opaque, embedded underlying influences shaping 
leadership learning that are so difficult to describe yet affect the devel-
opment of leadership practice.

Underlying influences on leadership learning

The analysis of the interview identified seven key themes that appear 
to have influenced Chris’s understanding of how to lead drawn from 
his lived experience, namely, notable people, role enactment, situated 
learning, identity development, performance capability, aspirational 
desire to lead and the role of formal training.

Limitations of formal training

The extant literature surrounding leadership learning concedes that 
formal training and development appear to be limited in terms of dom-
inance in shaping peoples leadership practice (McCall, 2004; Conger, 
2004). This was explicitly the case for Chris. Although he had been to 
Sandhurst for officer training, he commented on the low significance 
of such training in shaping his approach to leading. Recalling a very 
early leadership incident in the military, as an officer in charge of a 
troop of tanks, he commented that despite all the training given to 
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him it simply did not provide the necessary knowledge to deal with 
people:

I didn’t listen to them, I used my status, using the ‘pips on my shoul-
der’ barking orders. It took a year to undo the damage. I learnt that 
anybody with power can tell people what to do. The only way was 
to get people to want to do things. Also I learnt to be upfront and 
honest. I learnt that a tank crew was similar to three men on a rope: 
you have to be on good terms with people, but they know you have 
the final say.

Chris was emphasising that the aspects he was formally taught played 
little significance in the way he was supposed to lead. The quote high-
lights a key aspect of leadership learning as being informal and highly 
contextualised. Chris initially recalled only limited value in terms of 
leadership learning while at Sandhurst until he began to reflect on 
prominent people he engaged with – most particularly his observation 
of officers who were both good and bad.

Notable people

Throughout the interview Chris cited numerous individuals with whom 
he had interacted. Mostly they were climbers but on prompting he 
recalled those at Sandhurst and latterly those in non-climbing contexts. 
Regarding the climbing context, some were considered poor at lead-
ing, others he admired for their leadership qualities, but learning from 
both was most apparent. Of importance was a strong sense of respect 
not only for their knowledge of and talent for climbing but also for 
their ability to engage with and hold the trust of climbers and sherpas 
alike. The voluminous number and range of people within Chris’s lived 
experience of leadership was most striking; and most salient was his 
admiration of the leadership capabilities of John Hunt4 – a point to be 
returned to later. Striking though was the limited expectation Chris had 
that I wanted to know about these people and their influence on him. 
I had a sense that he had not considered this aspect as most salient in 
his awareness of how he had learnt to lead. Much more prominent were 
the impact and developmental role of enactments as crucibles shaping 
learning (Bennis & Thomas, 2002).

Learning through critical role enactment

There was a clear defining watershed episode within Chris’s mountain-
eering career in the form of becoming the leader of his first expedition. 
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Reflecting on his first and subsequent expeditions he commented on 
leadership responsibilities, particularly regarding those who have been 
injured or died on his watch:

I have to accept the fact that a high proportion of the expeditions I 
have led have had casualties and a number of fatalities. It’s a burden 
that I do not bear lightly yet it is one that I can accept, since the risks 
involved are something that the entire team accepted in their desire 
to achieve success on the mountain.

This sense of responsibility enriched and emphasised a process of learn-
ing through enactment. Chris described a chronology of expeditions and 
events continually moving backwards and forwards between incidents 
and episodes reflecting on learning from observing others and applying 
such learning in the action of his own leadership. The continual cycle 
of observing and enactment is only part of the story of Chris’s learn-
ing. The next important aspect of leadership learning that was arguably 
more underlying and much less conscious to Chris but nevertheless 
present in his narrative was the notion of situated learning.

Situated learning through participation

Extending beyond learning through enactment was a clear demonstra-
tion of learning through participation with others. Chris described intri-
cate details of learnt customs, rituals and practices that enabled him to 
be part of a community. Through such participation he came in contact 
with notable people and the nature of mountain leadership became 
visible and subsequently accessible to Chris. Importantly, participation 
provided access into a shared and common body of knowledge of what 
is expected when leading a mountain expedition. Situated learning is 
associated with notions of ‘becoming’ a full member of a community 
including identity construction associated with that community (Lave 
& Wenger, 1991). Within the mountaineering community the intense 
participation and specific role enactments enabled Chris to ‘become’ a 
leader in his own eyes and those of his community.

Identification with leadership

His personal identification with the role of leader appeared as a central 
feature of his identity. Certainly through the narrative in the interview 
he expressed a coherent story of himself in leadership roles. For exam-
ple, within his excellent range of published books on mountaineering 
he provides many insights to his personal association with leadership.
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Chris was most comfortable with the notion of himself as a leader and 
in the latter stages of his career he has become chairman of the British 
Mountaineering Association and recently Chancellor of Lancaster 
University and non-executive chairman of Berghaus, a major outdoors 
clothing company. He emphasised though that such identification par-
ticularly related to contexts in which he is regarded as having knowl-
edge and a reputation for leadership.

Performance capability as leader

Successive enactments and comparison of his performance with that of 
others illustrated a sense of continued feedback. After leading his first 
expedition he sought feedback for a book he was writing and this had 
a big impact:

It made me feel not so self-satisfied but this was important for me. 
Openness to feedback illustrates strength of self-confidence and 
growing self-awareness. Poor leaders shy away from feedback and 
are not comfortable with others and are seemingly insecure about 
themselves.

The notion of judging his leadership performance was a repeating 
theme throughout the telling of numerous stories of enactments where 
failure and success were compared. Later in his career, Chris commented 
on the importance of confidence to lead and having the confidence of 
the team to know, for example, when to delegate or when to gain con-
sensus. Talking about a particular expedition he commented:

It’s important to work from a basis of consensus while avoiding 
running it by committee. Having consulted and listened I made my 
plans and then, where possible, called a meeting and asked for com-
ments, reserving the right of final decision to myself. My effective-
ness as leader was helped by the fact that I was climbing at around 
the same standard as my peers. It’s hard for a leader to run an expedi-
tion from Base Camp.

He went on to comment about his earlier desire to be leading by being 
out in front and repeatedly finding excuses to be shaping the route and 
losing touch with what’s happening to the rest of the expedition:

The best position for the leader of a large expedition is at the camp 
immediately below that of the lead climbers. Here he can keep in 
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touch with what is going on in front and have a good feel for how 
supplies are flowing up the mountain. This was the position adopted 
by John Hunt at the crucial stages of the 1953 Everest expedition and 
it still seems a sound one on more technical climbs.

An aspiration to lead

Most strikingly at the very end of the interview, Chris laid great empha-
sis on the impact that John Hunt had on his perspective of leadership. 
He stressed that Hunt had been one of the most influential figures to 
him, role modelling the importance and significance of leadership, to 
achieving the success of climbing Everest. In his early formative years he 
read Hunt’s account of mountain leadership in great detail and hoped 
to become capable of fulfilling this function, hence the criticality of 
leading his first expedition. Chris commented that his role in leading 
the successful Everest expedition of 1975 had strong echoes of Hunt ena-
bling Hillary to reach the summit: ‘Neither of us made it to the top … 
on that occasion.’

The interview was abruptly concluded at this point with the arrival 
of someone at the door and his dog signalling, with appropriate bark-
ing, that my time was up. In hindsight this final reflection appears to 
be most salient to his lived experience of leadership learning and it 
was a disappointment that this deep reflexive moment was abruptly 
concluded. It is interesting to note that this significant formative influ-
ence did not emerge until the latter part of the interview. This suggests 
that some influences within an individual’s lived experience may be 
significant, yet not necessarily prominent unless made salient through 
structured and reflexive conversation (Cunliffe, 2002).

Throughout the interview there was a clear sense of recognising the 
importance of the role of the leader; not only reflected in the context as 
a mountaineer but also in his previous military context, and certainly 
in his latter context as a university chancellor.

Contextual influence

The lived experience of Chris’s leadership learning is an illustration of 
situated learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991), where learning to lead is forged 
through participation in particular communities at particular points in 
time. His perspective of learning was shaped by the ethos and values 
of climbing. For example, values of strength, discipline, hardship, per-
severance and perhaps historic associations of the heroic leader (Barker, 
2001) were prevalent in the narratives that surround mountaineering 
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and (so I’m told) abound as prevalent discourses within this commu-
nity. Further, the circumstances of the leader in this context are also 
very different from organisational contexts. The earlier quote related to 
bereavement, describing the risks involved in leading expeditions, is a 
clear example of contextual expectations of specific contexts.

A significant proportion of the context of Chris’s engagement in 
mountain climbing and expeditions was in the afterglow of Hunt’s suc-
cessful expedition of Everest, reflecting a sense of his experiences com-
ing out of a time of heroic exploits through the sixties and seventies. His 
desire not to follow a managerial career or a career in the army reflected 
a spirit of the age for freedom and exploration and this came through 
strongly in the interview and reflects his narrative identity (Ezzy, 1998) 
in his books. In essence, Chris’s leadership learning is greatly influenced 
by the context of his time and the community of practice (Wenger, 
1998) in which he participated. The contextual experiences of leading 
in distinct communities at particular points in time will be shown to 
be of great significance to learning how to lead for the managers who 
participated in this study.

Summary

The purpose of providing analysis of the underlying influences on 
Chris’s leadership learning and the context in which this occurred is 
to illustrate and provide a first qualitative glimpse of a range of themes 
that shape the arguments of this book. First, and most striking, is the 
dominance of informal and naturalistic influences shaping leadership 
learning. Although Chris felt he had learnt to lead, he explicitly com-
mented that he had not been taught to lead; in fact he stressed that 
the process at Sandhurst did not influence his actions. Rather it was 
the milieu of events, incidents and episodes in contact with others, 
in particular circumstances, that shaped his approach to leading. The 
informal and underlying influences are not necessarily apparent. For 
example, Chris was not clear on how notable people had influenced 
his leadership practice; he was aware that they had but did not place 
emphasis on processes of observational learning at the time, and 
arguably did so only through the interview process as a result of a 
constructed reflexive conversation. The argument in this book, which 
is of importance (to me), is that even Chris who personifies a leader 
identity and who sees himself justifiably as being able to speak on the 
subject, resulting in spellbound audiences, is not prominently aware of 
the underlying influences and how these may have combined to shape 
his leadership learning.
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Second, the analysis of Chris’s lived experience illustrates the rich 
depth and nuances of research that is required in order to understand 
better the opaque nature of the phenomenon that is leadership learn-
ing. This learning occurs within the milieu of life and often we cannot 
put our finger on the underlying nature of the influences that constitute 
this complex process. Arguably, and very understandably, such opaque 
influences may lead us to suggest that leaders are born and not made.

It is hoped that this brief examination provides a useful illustration 
of the style, structure and emphasis of the discussion, revolving around 
underlying learning processes and their influence, set within contexts. 
These ultimately shape the contributions to and arguments of this book 
that people do learn to develop their leadership practice but they are 
often simply unaware of how this occurred.

Theoretical context informing on leadership learning

The theoretical terrain that informs on leadership learning is con-
structed from three aspects: the constructed nature of leadership, man-
agement learning and the perspectives of leadership development. This 
discussion will be related to Chris’s story.

Constructed nature of leadership

The image of leadership created by Chris reflects a number of perspec-
tives that are developed in Chapter 2, for example:

Leadership centred on a heroic, gifted and charismatic individual 
able to induce transformational change through follower-enhanced 
motivation, commitment and enhanced collective self-efficacy.
Leadership as a process of attribution from followers.
Leadership as a romantic myth where society constructs and con-
stitutes acts of leadership to sustain institutionalised notions of 
control.

To an extent Chris exhibited all of the above perspectives in the inter-
view. Certainly the gifted hero is at the centre of the story, as is the 
attribution of followers confirming his identity as leader. Similarly the 
notion of leadership as a societal construct, constituted through the tell-
ing of stories, is strongly echoed by the example of Hunt, and in fact in 
the telling of Chris’s own story. In essence, the vignette of Chris reveals 
the complexity of the constructed nature of leadership and difficulties 
of understanding the phenomenon that is constituted both universally 

•

•
•
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and locally (Sjostrand, Sandberg & Tyrstrup, 2001). Such complexity 
creates problems for efficacy of leadership development interventions. 
Barker emphasises the point by stating the following:

How can we train leaders if we don’t know what leadership is … 
People who emerge from these training programs rarely become 
what anyone might define as good leaders.

(1997: 343)

Barker develops an argument for a need to understand the social sys-
tem in which leadership occurs and how it is socially constructed. 
Emphasising again the importance of context and the need for contex-
tualisation, James and Burgoyne comment:

Leadership development is not separate from the philosophy of lead-
ership in the organisation … there is clearly no one size fits all.

(2001: 10)

Chris’s perspective on leadership is heavily influenced by contexts in 
which his leadership experience has been enacted. The crucible of his 
leadership learning has been through mountaineering: the people he 
has engaged with, the expeditions he has led and the situated nuances 
of the language, norms, values and ethics of mountain leadership. 
Leadership in Chris’s world may have resonance for us, but the com-
plexity of mountain leadership perhaps is not capable of being expressed. 
The learning, often tacitly absorbed, may only be inferred – but to 
enhance inference necessitates a qualitative, in-depth understanding 
of the  contextual and systemic processes influencing such leadership 
learning.

Leadership and management learning

Although limited scholarly attention has been given to understanding 
processes by which leadership is learnt in organisational contexts, there 
is ample discussion on the broader theme of management learning, and 
it is from such work that this book will draw upon to utilise concepts, 
models and metaphors that may help reveal processes shaping leader-
ship learning.

The foundation for work on the informal development of manag-
ers began in the late seventies, in the UK, by Burgoyne and Stuart 
(1977) built by Burgoyne and Hodgson (1983), Davies and Easterby-
Smith (1984), Cox and Cooper (1989), Marserick (1988) and Marserick 
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and Watkins (1990). The findings of this group have become central 
 citations for subsequent papers and texts on leadership development. 
In parallel and of a complementary nature was research entitled 
Lessons of Experience, published in North America (McCall, Lombardo 
& Morrison, 1988) which cited and built upon Davies and Easterby-
Smith’s (1984) research, and was further extended by McCall (1998, 
2004) and Hill (2003). Both groups of scholars on either side of the 
Atlantic confirmed that managers appear to learn how to manage 
and lead through informal in-depth line experiences rather than 
through formal development interventions; Chris’s experiences echo 
this point.

However, all of the above-mentioned studies did not seek to sepa-
rate leadership learning from management learning. It may be that 
similar or identical processes do shape leadership learning and man-
agement learning, but there is a dearth of specific empirical studies 
on leadership learning at the level of lived experience that clarifies 
this issue.

Leadership development: Practitioner’s gold shoe searching 
for an academic Cinderella

There is considerably greater interest among leadership development 
practitioners but surprisingly little scholarly interest in the topic.

(Lowe & Gardner, 2000: 495)

Lowe and Gardner (2000) are emphasising the point that practitioner 
activity is ahead of academic study. In a sense, the limited level of 
research activity has not established academic foundations that 
inform on leadership development practice. Arguably the reverse is 
the case with practice leading the debate. The interest in leadership 
development reflects a sense of asymmetry between practitioners and 
academics:

External consultants and HRM managers seek to develop interven-
tions to create leadership; they both have a vested interest in the 
necessity of succeeding and matching stakeholder expectations of 
developing a cadre of leaders that can stimulate growth and arrest 
malaise and decline. Enormous investment of resources, most par-
ticularly time and money, are consumed in creating programmes 
of development whose efficacy is highly equivocal (Barker, 1997). 
Conger confirms that leadership development is impoverished in 
its depth of contextualised application, questioning the processes 

•
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utilised in training programmes for being outdated and doubtful in 
terms of efficaciously producing leaders; he comments:

The art of leadership development is still in its infancy.
(1998: 57)

Academics show relatively little desire to understand the processes 
and systems shaping leadership learning (Conger, 1998). Lowe and 
Gardner (2000) outline areas for future activity that seek to under-
stand how leadership is developed within organisational or societal 
systems. The encouraged area of focus of Lowe and Gardner is on,

the understudied processes by which organisational systems can 
enhance development … By learning more about systematic devel-
opmental processes, researchers can strengthen the link between 
leadership development systems and required managerial compe-
tencies and thereby enhance practice.

(2000: 495)

A similar process perspective is implored by Day (2000), who, along 
with Conger (1998), is highly doubtful whether programmes, described 
as leadership development, have been distinguished from management 
development. As a consequence they both suggest that the lack of effi-
cacious outcome is reflected in the limited focus on leadership generally 
and specifically to understanding how leaders learn leadership (Day, 
2000).

Summary

Leadership is a contextually shaped process, and leadership learning 
draws from such contextualisation. Studies from management learn-
ing suggest that there is a consensus that managers learn informally 
within their contexts and through the activities they participate in. We 
do not, however, know whether leadership learning is distinctively dif-
ferent from management learning. Despite the enormous industry in 
leadership development and desire for the enhancement of leadership 
skills, the academic community has not been particularly exercised to 
understand the phenomenon of leadership learning. This may, in large 
part, reflect historic research orientations towards large samples and 
quantitative examinations when there is a palpable need for contextu-
alised appreciation of underlying influences on tacitly acquired leader-
ship practice.

•
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Methodological context of leadership learning

The predominant approach to leadership and leadership development 
research has been positivist, seeking to build or disprove theories that 
are capable of being consistent and replicable across all situations. 
Alvesson and Wilmott (1996) argue passionately that in the past, his-
toric positivist epistemological perspectives have led to limited progress 
in defining and developing understanding of both leadership and proc-
esses of leadership learning. These approaches have been criticised for 
their ‘snap shot’ (rather than developmental) and reductionist (rather 
than systemic) perspectives.

Such criticism of positivism has generated a call, coherent with that 
described under the preceding section on understanding leadership, 
for a process and systemic perspective at the contextual level of the 
individual (Yukl, 1989a; Bryman, 1996, 2004; Parry, 1998; Conger, 
1998, 2004), constructing a detailed understanding through qualitative 
research approaches (notably Parry, 1998; Conger, 1998).

A process perspective is considered within this study to be a systemic 
interaction of phenomena that appear to influence leadership learning. 
The word process has been emphasised as it is significant to this book. 
It focuses our attention on interacting influences occurring over an 
extended time span. The temporal feature of a processual perspective is 
central to leadership learning through lived experience. The examples 
provided by Chris illustrate such processual influences, namely nota-
ble people, events and incidents, situated learning within particular 
contexts, aspirations to lead and identity construction in ‘becoming’ a 
leader. Examining leadership, Chapter 2, concludes with an argument 
that leadership can be seen as a process. As such arguments will be 
developed illustrating that leadership and leadership learning are two 
sides of the same coin – each constructs the other.

Previous studies on leadership learning have not sought to under-
stand and explain this phenomenon in a systemic, temporal and 
contextualised manner. The arguments of this book will build from 
40 separate narratives of lived experience which explore and reveal 
influences on individual learning. These narratives of managers will be 
grouped into public, private and self-employed, as well as a comparison 
of processes influencing leadership learning between men and women. 
Such influences on individual learning will be compared across the 
groups in order to identify similarities and contrasts from which expla-
nations will be developed in reference to the contexts from which they 
are drawn.
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Prior to exploring the research questions that this book answers, it is 
important to outline the broad contextual environment in which the 
study is situated – the importance of leadership to organisations and to 
policymakers.

The environment influencing leadership learning

Many organisations view leadership as a source of competitive advan-
tage which they have been and will continue to invest in, develop-
ing both the human and the social capital within their organisations 
(Conger, 1996; Drath, 1998; Moxley, 1998; Day, 2000). Leadership is 
seen as a key ingredient for future success and ranked first as a priority 
for organisations (CIMA, 2000). The scale of investment into leadership 
and management development has become an industry in itself with 
enormous impact on organisational resources. Numerous commenta-
tors echo the perceived importance of leadership to organisational suc-
cess (Conger, 1998; Lowe & Gardner, 2000; James & Burgoyne, 2001; 
Fulmer & Wagner, 1999) in both the US and the UK.

In the UK, the Council for Excellence in Management and Leadership 
(CEML)5 carried out a substantial programme of work with the follow-
ing overall aim:

To ensure that the UK is able to develop the managers and leaders of 
the future to match the best in the world. To sustain the UK’s com-
petitive performance, we must achieve this in both the public and 
the private sectors.

(CEML, 2002: 2)

The Council’s remit was to identify key issues for management and 
leadership in order to develop a management development strategy for 
the UK, which incorporated such issues as embedding management and 
leadership development in small businesses; recommendations for the 
development of management and leadership skills in individual career 
development; and a strategy for developing management and leader-
ship skills in the UK. The recommendations (CEML, 2001) focused on 
disseminating best practice through centres of excellence; establishing 
leadership best practice networks; expanding the provision of leadership 
and management modules in ‘Investors In People’ (IIP), undergraduate 
and MBA programmes; and encouraging small and medium enterprises’ 
(SME) involvement and interest. The various reports (about 30 have 
been published) and associated recommendations  quintessentially 
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reflect a dominant perspective of developing leaders through formal 
and quasi-formal interventions.6

In essence the need for leadership development was firmly estab-
lished. The recommended solution was to continue with the formal 
approaches. In part this can be understood from a pragmatic perspective 
in terms of being able to communicate clear and feasible interventions 
regardless of issues of efficacy. Thus CEML’s interpretation sought uni-
versal solutions to a complex contextualised problem.

This issue of contextualisation is echoed by Conger (1992, 1998 and 
2004); Day (2000) and Lowe and Gardner (2000), who maintain that 
interventions based on best practice of one organisation will invariably 
require amendment to reflect another organisation’s internal context. 
For example, James and Burgoyne suggested that differences between 
public and private sectors were seen to be substantial in limiting direct 
utilisation of best practice interventions from the private to the public 
sectors without such contextualisation (2001).

In a similar and reinforcing manner, research into leadership develop-
ment has been most critical of formal interventions on grounds of efficacy 
(Wexley & Baldwin, 1986; Conger, 1998; Day, 2000; and Lowe & Gardner, 
2000) and an associated issue of measurement (notably Burgoyne et al., 
2004; but also Day, 2000; and again Lowe & Gardner, 2000). Equivocal 
issues of efficacy are encapsulated in a sense of belief that it is a good 
thing to be investing in leadership development. Burgoyne et al. (2004) 
are critical of such a belief syndrome and argues that it is too often the 
norm for programmes to be implemented without regard to designing 
evaluation in the initial programme structure. It is perhaps understand-
able that significant questions repeatedly occur concerning issues of 
efficacy of interventions when we do not have a detailed understanding 
of how underlying influences shape leadership learning and the construc-
tion of leadership practice in particular contexts.

CEML similarly examined issues of leadership development in small 
business (CEML, 2002, building upon Perren & Grant, 2001) and identi-
fied that there was a major issue of mismatch between demand and sup-
ply (ibid.; CEML, 2002). Although explicit actions were recommended, 
particularly aimed at stimulating interest among small business owners, 
interventions reflected similar approaches utilised in large organisa-
tions, that is, mentoring and formal management courses. The issue of 
limited empirical understanding of leadership learning of owner man-
agers was perhaps even starker than that of employed managers.

Finally, James and Burgoyne (2001) comment that dissemination of 
leadership development may be problematic, and the most significant 
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intervention may simply be engaging people to think about the causes 
shaping leadership behaviour and identifying appropriate forms of 
behaviour that suit the context.

Summary – a paradox

Thus, drawing together the elements so far presented in this chapter 
highlights a paradox. Despite concerns over the efficacy of leadership 
development programmes, billions continue to be invested into leader-
ship development intervention; yet there is a general consensus that 
managers appear to learn management and leadership through infor-
mal, accidental, naturalistic, everyday activities of their lived experi-
ences.

The context is thus, of significant demand for the development 
of leadership within organisations from employers and politicians. 
Leadership development intervention remains transfixed towards for-
mal approaches despite strong evidence that such programmes (even 
those identified as best practice) have significant question marks associ-
ated with efficacy – there remains very limited return for the investment. 
The scholarly consensus is that we learn leadership through naturalistic 
experiences that occur over a long period of time; akin to a form of 
apprenticeship (Kempster, 2006). Leadership learning and subsequent 
leadership practice is embedded in contexts. If we could understand 
more clearly the underlying influences on leadership learning within 
organisations, through an in-depth sectoral empirical study, we may be 
able to re-evaluate our thinking on addressing leadership development 
in particular sectors and thus, rethink design interventions.

How have managers learnt to lead?

Study evolution

The paradox described earlier has caused me concern for a number of 
years and was the catalyst for this study. In 1999 I had the good fortune 
to discuss with colleagues Julia Davies, John Burgoyne, Vivien Hodgson 
and Mark Easterby-Smith their interrelated work on leadership and 
management learning. The sense of dominance of informal naturalistic 
processes to leadership learning made great sense, personally, and had 
significant resonance in light of personal lived experience of seeking to 
lead my own business.

Delving more deeply into the extant literature only further enhanced 
the presence of this paradox and it was reassuring to read other com-
mentators’ concerns that research needs to be focused more deeply into 
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lived experience to reveal more about underlying influences shaping 
leadership learning.

The calls for qualitative research ran concurrent with growing signifi-
cant practitioner disquiet in the efficacy of the investment into lead-
ership development in terms of developing better leaders. The CEML 
studies greatly helped to bring the research area into sharp focus. The 
need for leadership development in the UK was striking – yet CEML 
did not explore the underlying naturalistic influences on leadership 
learning. Did this reflect stakeholder interest; or perhaps the case had 
not been explicitly researched to argue for a systemic explanation of 
underlying influences on leadership learning … and notably how such 
an explanation can inform practice.

I had a strong personal need to know more about leadership learning 
and to be able to apply such knowledge to intervention design. The 
purpose of this book is to address the following:

Explore, in depth, the influences of leadership learning at the level 
of lived experience and seek to reveal how leadership learning can be 
understood from a systemic perspective that draws upon underlying 
dynamics within particular contexts.
Connect the insights of leadership learning with policy application 
and inform on leadership development interventions at the practi-
tioner level.

Further these aims can be seen to relate closely to the underpinning 
puzzle: At the level of lived experience, are there common influences on the 
leadership learning of managers; or is their idiosyncratic experience of a vari-
ety of contexts so varied that explanations can only be given at the level of 
the individual?

More specifically there are questions that need to be answered if an 
explanation is to be given of how mangers learn to lead in different 
contexts. Explicitly:

What influences shape leadership learning and how do these operate?
How does context affect such influences on leadership learning?

By addressing these two questions an argument will be suggested that 
explicates the emergence of a common set of underlying influences on 
leadership learning, as well as contrasting different experiences of lead-
ership learning between men and women, and between the employed 
and the self-employed.

•

•

•
•
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Overview of the book

The book is essentially divided into three parts (Part I is this introduc-
tion). Part II examines what we currently know about leadership learn-
ing. Part III extends this knowledge by exploring leadership learning of 
40 managers from a variety of backgrounds. The book is written to be 
read either from cover to cover (for the complete and griping unfold-
ing story); or for someone to select aspects they wish to understand 
in greater depth. For example, if someone wishes to compare their 
own lived experience of learning to lead with others experiences in 
the public or private sectors, or between men and women or between 
the employed and the self employed, Chapter 7 is structured to allow 
selection of relevant cases to the area of interest. To help in such a proc-
ess of comparison, Chapter 6 has been written to enable someone to 
explore their lived experience of leadership learning in the same way 
as the managers examined in this book. Building from such a proc-
ess of personal comparison, the explanation of leadership learning in 
Chapter 8 can be further critiqued along with the recommendations for 
deepening leadership learning outlined in Chapter 9. It may be with this 
heightened personal reflection that the theoretical arguments outlined in 
Part II could be revisited to explore: what is leadership and can we learn 
this? (Chapter 2); how do we learn? (Chapter 3); and what is understood 
about leadership development? (Chapter 4).

To provide further guidance each chapter is briefly introduced 
below.

PART II

Chapter 2 – What is leadership? Can it be learnt?

A discussion unfolds which argues that leadership can be seen as a proc-
ess of influence and that such influence is shaped from four perspec-
tives: leader, follower, situation and relationships. The learning of these 
leadership perspectives is complex in the sense that it is constructed 
from both universal perspectives, such as implicit leadership theories, 
and local, contextualised meanings. An integrative model is suggested 
to illustrate the integration of these four perspectives as systemic 
 process perspective of leadership.

Chapter 3 – How do we learn?

The practice of leadership is learnt in situations. This chapter seeks 
to understand how such individual learning of a social phenomenon 
may occur. It builds out from an individual perspective to embrace 
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 experiential, observed and situated learning, identity, salience and 
memory. The chapter illustrates how individual learning of leadership is 
centrally a process of social exchanges within particular situations.

Chapter 4 – What is understood about leadership development?

The chapter outlines the case for the predominance of naturalistic infor-
mal development and illustrates a practitioner movement from formal 
towards structured informal activities. The conflation of literature on 
leadership and management development is highlighted affirming the 
need for specific attention to leadership learning. The chapter concludes 
by suggesting that there is a consensus that leadership learning is learnt 
through experiences but that there is a lack of in-depth understanding 
of the underlying causes shaping such learning.

Chapter 5 – So what do we know about leadership learning?

A short chapter that is a synthesis of the discussion from Chapters 2, 3 
and 4. It draws the discussion together with a model of leadership learn-
ing. This model will be revisited in Part III.

PART III

Chapter 6 – How to reveal leadership learning

This chapter explains in detail the construction of a method for ena-
bling managers to reveal their lived experience of leadership learning. 
Too often qualitative research has been labelled as ‘journalism’ and 
lacking validity (Silverman, 1997) and it has been a central concern that 
the arguments of the book are constructed on a robust methodological 
foundation. Without which it would be problematic in terms of validity 
to address an explanation of how managers learn to lead. The chapter 
briefly explores how four groups are constructed and examined; these 
groups are the public sector, the private sector, women managers and 
owner-managers. The chapter has been structured to encourage and 
guide someone to undertake the process outlined to help themselves 
explore their leadership learning.

Chapter 7 – Exploring leadership learning through the four cases

The four groups are examined in turn from the perspective of an indi-
vidual case. This is to allow someone to examine the detailed experi-
ence of a manager and, if they so wish, compare this to their own lived 
experience. It is hoped that these cases would stimulate reflection and 
perhaps provide a vicarious learning opportunity – particularly for 
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people at the earlier stages of their leadership careers. The four cases 
are compared and reveal a clear set of influences on leadership learning 
that are prominent with employed managers but less apparent in the 
lived experiences of the owner-managers. Again the most prominent 
contrasts are between the men and women and significantly between 
the owner-managers and the employed managers.

Chapter 8 – Towards an explanation of leadership learning

The chapter is spilt into two parts. Part A examines processes of 
leadership learning in greater detail by integrating evidence for the 
findings into intrapersonal and interpersonal processes influencing 
leadership learning. Both sets of processes are drawn together to 
create an explanation of underlying common processes argued to 
be an emergent property that through its integration, is more than 
the sum of its parts. Through Part A an explanation of the identified 
underlying influences shaping leadership learning are addressed and 
synthesised in a model to illustrate the argument. Part B seeks to con-
textualise the discussion to identify how the different contexts of the 
groups modify an explanation of leadership learning. Most striking is 
the different explanations of leadership learning of women manag-
ers and the owner-managers. The chapter concludes by addressing 
the low-level influence of formal interventions to leadership learn-
ing; this conclusion provides a link to policy and educative practice 
described in the final chapter.

Chapter 9 – Conclusion

Drawing together the arguments and explanations from Chapter 8, the 
final chapter summarises the explanation of how managers learn to 
lead and outlines arguments illustrating significantly different experi-
ences of managerial leadership learning between men and women and 
between employed and self-employed managers. The policy and educa-
tive opportunities that emerge from this study are outlined, as are sug-
gestions to guide individual development for graduates and experienced 
managers. Additionally an insight is provided for HR managers to con-
sider the method used in this book as an alternative to the ubiquitous 
psychometric instruments for recruiting and selecting leaders. Finally, 
an example of leadership development practice is included, the LEAD 
programme. This illustrates the application of the ideas from this book 
on leadership development of 67 owner-managers.

It is hoped that by the end of the book someone will have been able 
to explore their own lived experience of leadership and deepened their 
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understanding of how they have learnt to lead through applying the 
ideas from the book. It is further hoped that they would be in a position 
to have identified aspects that may help further advance the develop-
ment of their leadership practice.

What do I mean by leadership practice?

The word practice has been mentioned many times so far in this open-
ing chapter and will be mentioned many more times throughout this 
book. It perhaps seems axiomatic as to what this means, but a brief clari-
fication may be useful. Generally, practice is defined as a local activity 
which generates specific outcomes. Practice and culture are interrelated 
(i.e. both informing and being informed by the other) but the two are 
not the same phenomenon (Schatzki & Knorr-Cetina, 2001). Practice 
can be understood both as explicit activities and routines as well as 
the tacit and implicit assumptions that guide local action (Orr, 1996).7

Building on these points, in this book I use the term practice to relate 
to the microactivities of action. Such activities are shaped through 
cultural and social assumptions and beliefs at both a societal and local 
(organisational) level. Practice draws on technical as well as social 
knowledge. It is both a skill and an identity, perhaps even a craft – learnt 
formally and informally – but predominately through participation in 
local contexts: akin to an apprenticeship. Leadership practice is thus, 
the day-to-day enactment of seeking to lead in a particular context. 
With forward reference to Chapter 2, and the definitions of leadership 
that will be given, oriented towards a socially embedded relational 
 process, I suggest that such a process could be seen as ‘sense-giving’. In 
this definitional context, leadership practice is the everyday enactment 
of seeking to influence peoples understanding, assumptions, expecta-
tions, aspirations and purposes about the context in which they operate 
and the work they undertake.

The emphasis on exploring contextualised lived experience to be out-
lined in Chapter 6 describes the method used to enable the managers 
interviewed to begin to understand the interrelationship of their leader-
ship learning with their leadership practice. In essence, they saw that 
both were ‘two sides of the same coin’ – one informing the other.
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2
What Is Leadership? 
Can It Be Learnt?

Warren Bennis has wonderfully captured the essence of leadership as 
being ‘like beauty, it’s hard to define but you know it when you see 
it’ (1989: 1). Our ability to judge what is beautiful is learnt through 
our lives but we struggle to understand how such personal judgment 
is acquired. The complexity of the phenomenon of leadership and 
the obscurity of the sources from whence it is learnt tend to lean our 
orientation to suggesting the people who are born to lead. This chap-
ter will outline the case for the argument that leadership is a socially 
constructed process and, as such, it is learnt through our social interac-
tions. Leadership appears not to have certainty of definition but is ever 
present in daily usage and is understood, constructed and practiced in 
an idiosyncratic way. In this sense, leadership practice is learnt, but 
importantly, not necessarily in a conscious manner. The inability of 
scholars to agree on a universal definition is testimony to this socially 
constructed and learnt process.

There are considerable ranges of theories drawn from combinations of 
variables that often compete for attention as an explanation of leader-
ship, reflecting the positivist epistemic origins of leadership research.1 
Paradoxically, such enormous research energy has generated a degree 
of confusion in search for truth about leadership through a concentra-
tion on specific areas that are of interest to academic specialists (Steers 
et al., 2000).

Earliest debates have been on the individual leader, in terms of 
attributes and behavioural traits that contribute to, or seem to be 
associated with, effective leadership. During the past 20 years, there 
has been increasing recognition of the sterility of this approach, criti-
cised for its snap shot (rather than developmental) and reductionist 
(rather than systemic) perspectives (Alvesson, 1996). An alternative 
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paradigm has emerged in the field of social construction, where the 
focus has shifted from generic individual qualities to leadership as a 
process of social influence and a systemic view of the actors and the 
context involved in leadership (Dansereau et al., 1995; Hunt & Ropo, 
1995; Yukl, 1998; Emrich, 1999; Parry, 2001; Bryman, 2004; Grint, 
2005; Jackson & Parry, 2008). The emergence of alternative perspec-
tives and methodological approaches from a social constructionist 
perspective (Sjostrand et al., 2001) gives hope to building some fun-
damental transitions in thinking (Overman, 1996) that may bear fruit 
in terms of revealing more of the learnt and constructed phenomenon 
of  leadership.2

Traditional approaches to the treatment of leadership tend to follow 
a broadly chronological structure moving from the earliest theories on 
leadership and progressing to current perspectives – most notable in 
this respect are the popular texts of Bass (1990) and Yukl (2001). It is 
the intention of this chapter to draw together a considerable range of 
literature, often from a number of competing paradigmatic perspectives, 
and adopt an unconventional examination of leadership.

This chapter will examine leadership from three perspectives: leader, 
follower and situational. Through these perspectives it is argued that 
the extant literature can be examined within a holistic integrated 
framework to avoid ‘leadership déjà vu’ (Hunt & Dodge, 2001) and per-
haps create as Weick (1995) describes ‘vu jade’ (never seen this before). 
Further, through such holistic integration, theories that may have pre-
viously appeared disconnected and competitive can in fact be seen as 
complementary explanations of leadership. Finally, a holistic apprecia-
tion will give a greater integrated understanding of leadership and how 
its practice is enacted and situated.

Such integration is represented as a framework guiding the discussion 
of three perspectives of leadership illustrated in Figure 2.1; this frame-
work will appear at the start of each section as a symbolic signpost.

The use of a centric perspective allows thematic discussion to 
develop, and arguably cohere together, around key elements consti-
tuting leadership, namely leader, follower and the situation. However, 
it needs to be noted that it is not the intention of the integrative 
framework to create a scientific explanation or metatheory of leader-
ship, but rather to illustrate that leadership can be seen as oriented 
around these predominant themes and illuminated from a particular 
lens (Morgan, 1986).

The chapter is structured into four sections: leadership definitions; 
leader-centric; follower-centric; situation-centric concluding with an 
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integrative, processual and holistic perspective of leadership. The 
 chapter progression follows a broad movement from leadership as a 
universal concept towards leadership being locally constructed. A domi-
nant perspective that runs throughout the chapter is that leadership is 
a social construct that is sustained and elaborated by successive genera-
tions (Archer, 1995). For it to be sustained (and elaborated) it must be 
learnt – not necessarily in a conscious manner – but learnt nonetheless. 
It is from this viewpoint that the chapter is written.

Prior to examining the three centric perspectives of leader, follower 
and situation the chapter first explores leadership definitions.

Leadership
Definition

Definitions of leadership

There are almost as many different definitions of leadership as there 
are persons who have attempted to define the concept.

(Bass, 1990: 11)

The phenomenon of leadership is argued to have global presence, 
but appears to have a variety of attributes and is elusive in defini-
tional clarity (House et al., 2004). In this book I argue that such 

Leader - centric
perspective

Follower - centric
perspective

Situational
perspective

Leadership

Figure 2.1 Conceptual framework of Chapter 2
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variation is contextually derived. There is an emerging consensus that at 
a very high level of abstraction, leadership is argued to be a ‘social and 
relational influence process that occurs within a social system’ (Parry, 
1998: 87; consolidating discussion from a range of commentators. In 
addition, such a view has been more recently echoed by Osborne, Hunt 
& Jauch, 2002; Bess & Goldman, 2001; Zaccaro, Rittman & Marks, 2001). 
Key aspects of significance are the emphasis on social, contextual, proc-
essual and relational aspects of leadership. This sense of consensus is 
mostly informed by a leader-centric perspective. Barker (2001) seeks to 
extend the influence process beyond cause and effect leader–follower 
relationships to a view of leadership as a more systemic interconnected 
process of complex reciprocal relationships of people and institutions, 
process and outcomes (Barker, 2001).

Thus the phenomenon of leadership, whether it is centred on the 
individual as leader, follower or constituted from the social situation, 
may be perceived to be captured in the following two definitions that 
are broadly systemic and centre on influence and interaction:

The process of making sense of what people are doing together so 
that people will understand and be committed.

(Drath & Palus, 1994: 4)

Leadership is an interaction between two or more members of a 
group that involves a structuring or restructuring of the situation and 
the perceptions and expectations of the members.

(Bass, 1990: 19)

Both definitions emphasise notions of shaping interpretations of the 
situation. As such leadership can be strongly argued to be a process 
of sense-making (Smircich & Morgan, 1982; Pye, 2005). I would go 
further and suggest that leadership is more a process of ‘sense-giving’; 
it is seeking to shape the sense-making processes of others. Viewing 
leadership as sense-giving embraces leader, follower and situational 
perspectives of leadership. For example, sense-giving may well ema-
nate from a hierarchical leader. Equally it may come from the problem 
solving of the follower – giving emphasis to ideas of distributed lead-
ership. Leadership as sense-giving goes beyond the individual leader 
or followers; for example, it speaks to notions of embedded practices 
providing certain individuals with authority to shape sense-making 
of others.

The next section will address the leader-centric perspective.
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Leader-centric perspective

Leader:
Traits, charisma,
behaviour, power

and skills

Bass (1990) claimed that the origins of discursive evidence related 
to leadership extend back to the Egyptian civilisation illustrated by 
hieroglyphics for leadership (Seshemet), leader (Seshemu) and follower 
(Shemsu). The first English word for leader appears to be ledere, which 
is formed from the Middle English leden meaning ‘to cause to go with 
one’, drawn from an Icelandic derivative leidha meaning the ‘person 
in front’ which referred to an individual who could guide the ships 
through the leads in the pack ice (Cammack, 2003).

The leader-centric perspective is associated with the qualities and 
characteristics of an individual, namely traits, charisma, behaviour, 
power and skills. These five elements will be integrated with an emerg-
ing dominant leader-centric model known as ‘new leadership’ (and 
increasingly ‘authentic leadership’ Avolio & Gardner, 2005).

‘New leadership’ – transformational leadership

Burns (1978) first coined the phrase ‘transformational leadership’ when 
he compared this phenomenon to transactional leadership. Bass (1990: 
319) defined transactional leadership as:

The marginal maintenance of performance and the substitution of 
one goal for another. A process of reducing resistance to particular 
actions.

In contrast, transformational leadership was seen as:

Raising followers to a greater awareness about the issues of conse-
quence requiring vision, self-confidence and inner strength to argue 
for what is right and good, not for what is popular or acceptable 
according to established wisdom of the time.

Transformational leadership is perceived to centre on personal values 
and beliefs where a leader operates out of a deeply held personal value 
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system that includes justice and integrity (Burns, 1978; Bass, 1985). 
It is towards notions of justice and integrity that the theory has been 
recently elaborated to become ‘authentic leadership’ (Avolio & Gardner, 
2005 – see the special edition of the Leadership Quarterly (2005, 16 (3)) 
for a full review). Transformational leadership is very much associ-
ated with the individual leader and follower affectation and is seen to 
operate at different levels in organisations (Katz & Kahn, 1978; Bass & 
Yokochi, 1991); although it is considered to be more prominent and 
effective at senior levels (Bass & Avolio, 1993; Parry & Sinha, 2005). In 
essence, transformational leadership is seen to be an influencing process 
of peers, followers and superiors, occurring in everyday acts of ordinary 
people to elevate people from their everyday selves to their better selves 
(Yukl, 1998). Transformational leadership behaviour has been grouped 
around four characteristics:3

(1) Idealised influence – charisma
(2) Inspirational motivation – vision and purpose
(3) Individualised consideration
(4) Intellectual stimulation 

The four characteristics are perceived to interact jointly to influence fol-
lowers (Bass & Avolio, 1990a).

In the short life of the theory, a considerable level of research atten-
tion has sought to show that transformational leadership enhances 
follower motivation (Hater & Bass, 1988; Bass & Avolio, 1993; Masi & 
Cooke, 2000), organisational productivity (Masi & Cooke, 2000) and 
achievement orientation (Cooke & Szumal, 1993). Conversely, trans-
actional leadership has been found to suppress productivity and sup-
press follower motivations (Masi & Cooke, 2000; Parry & Sinha, 2005).4 
There is much support for, and little criticism of, the notion of trans-
formational leadership thus far. For example, in the field of ethics the 
notion of transactional and transformational leadership has been used 
to frame interpretation of ethical leadership (see for example, Kanungo 
& Mendonca, 1996; Price, 2000; Kanungo, 2001; McAlister & Ferrell, 
2005). The impact of transformational leadership is argued to have been 
responsible for a resurgence of academic interest in leadership research; 
so significant in fact, that these theories have become known as ‘new 
leadership’ (Parry & Sinha, 2005).

Can someone learn to become a transformational leader? Certainly 
the underpinning theories associated with consideration, role model-
ling and intellectual stimulation seek to explain what to focus on to 
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enhance performance. The subtleties of how to perform an appropriate 
balance of transactional and transformational leadership in particular 
situations is rather complex. The method of learning aspects of each ele-
ment is primarily through lived experience; it is not the norm to learn 
it in the formal classroom settings – chapters 3 and 4 provide the foun-
dations to this assertion. However, Parry and Sinha (2005) argue that 
training can enhance capability to conduct transformational leadership, 
although such learning has to be highly contextualised. Their argument 
is that the naturalistic learning will often generate an inappropriate bal-
ance of transactional and transformational behaviours and training can 
bring the notion of balance into sharp focus.

The characteristics associated with transformational leadership appear 
to encapsulate many sub-theories of the leader-centric perspective that 
have been developed in isolation. Such research includes charisma, 
behavioural and style typologies, power, contingency approaches and 
leadership skills. Each of these very broad areas of research will be 
briefly explored. First, however, we need to address the ageless question 
that revolves around trait theory of leadership.

Are leaders born or made?

Chronologically, traits were the first significant area to be explored 
in the search for an understanding of leadership and can be defined 
as ‘a variety of individual attributes, including aspects of personality, 
temperament, needs, motives and values’ (Yukl, 1998: 234). An early 
supposition was that if leaders are endowed with superior qualities that 
differentiate leader from follower then it should be possible to identify 
these traits.

Do traits matter? On the one hand, traits reflect certain characteris-
tics that improve leadership effectiveness and are repeated regardless of 
context (Van Fleet & Yukl, 1986a). On the other hand, it is argued that 
traits only endow people with the potential for leadership (Kirkpatrick 
& Locke, 1991). Criticisms of the lists approach to trait effectiveness 
are associated with limited explanations as to how traits are related to 
leadership behaviour, particularly the interrelated nature of the differ-
ent traits and their combinations and trade-offs subject to contextual 
difference (Yukl, 1998); for example, the balance between risk and cau-
tion or toughness and compassion.5

Importantly though, in this equivocal debate over the importance of 
traits, is the notion of born or made. There appears to be considerable 
evidence that traits are jointly determined by learning and by an inher-
ited capacity to gain satisfaction from particular types of experiences 
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(Bouchard et al., 1990). In this respect the traits that may encourage the 
development of a leadership orientation may be the same that encour-
age the development of an artist, or a musician or even an academic! 
The key is not so much the traits but rather the stimuli that shapes the 
learning towards leadership. For example, Grint (2005: 44) argues that 
in World War I Hitler was perceived to lack necessary leadership traits by 
his commanding officer. It was as a result of regaining his sight through 
being asked to believe in something (to address shell shock) that he 
felt it was his destiny to reconstruct a superior Germany. His faith in a 
destiny reshaped his behaviour.

Aspects of self-belief and a sense of destiny are interrelated with the 
notion of charisma. The emergence of charismatic theories of leader-
ship in the last two decades have begun to make more explicit the 
links and outcomes between traits, behaviours and impact on follower 
 motivations.

Charismatic leadership – ‘gift of divine grace’

The concept of charisma and leadership became associated through the 
writings of Max Weber (1947) that identified five components (Trice 
& Beyer, 1986): person with extraordinary gifts; the context of a crisis; 
radical solution to a crisis; followers who are attracted to the excep-
tional person; and validation of the above through repeated experiences 
of success. These five elements illustrate leader, follower and situational 
aspects that shape the construction of leadership, and as a consequence 
charisma will be addressed from all three perspectives. There are three 
dominant theories of charismatic leadership: the first known as self-
concept theory of leadership (Shamir et al., 1993), will be described 
under follower perspectives of leadership; the other two are associated 
with the leader-centric perspective – House (1977) and Conger and 
Kanungo (1987).

The contribution House made to leadership studies was to draw 
together traits, behaviour, influence and situational conditions into a 
comprehensive theory (Yukl, 1998). Further, he established charismatic 
leadership as a relational process of influence seen to have a profound 
effect on follower’s motivations and relationship with the leader. House 
(1977) extended the theory beyond traits influencing follower behav-
iour, by identifying the significance of context and particularly the link 
to crisis – to be explored within situation-centric leadership.

Conger and Kanungo (1987) suggest that charisma is an attributional 
phenomenon, where followers observe certain behaviours of a leader 
and associate such behaviours with prototypical attributes of leadership, 
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namely self-sacrifices and personal risks incurring high costs to achieve 
the vision; trust generated by concern for followers over self-interest; 
self-confidence and high self-efficacy – belief that the leader can attain 
the shared objective

The primary attribution process (identified later by Conger, 1989) 
was seen to be personal identification with the leader and, in particular, 
internalisation of the values and beliefs about the work that can become 
a source of intrinsic motivation (Yukl, 1998). Like House, Conger and 
Kanungo connected follower attribution with the situation and argued 
that additional to the above attributes, a set of conditions need to be 
present for charismatic attribution to occur.

The above two models of charismatic leadership catalysed interest 
towards a broader model of leader-centric leadership which has become 
the central foundation within ‘new leadership’.

Can charisma be learnt? Difficult if this is a ‘divine gift’ as Weber 
(1947) described it. If charismatic leadership is seen as an attributable 
affect, rather than a set of qualities someone possesses then it is possible 
for a leader to consider how he or she may influence such attribution. 
Conger (1989) advocates that certain conditions need to be present for 
charismatic attribution to occur. These can be cultivated not just by the 
leader but also by the followers – such a process will be described shortly 
in both the follower and situational perspectives to leadership. Although 
Conger has identified unconventionality as an attributional dimension, 
caution is encouraged to leaders who suddenly decide to look different, 
for example, by wearing a hat, a bow tie or brightly coloured socks! The 
context and the relationship and expectations of leadership behaviour 
in particular settings must be carefully understood.

Leadership behaviour

A number of key commentators (most notably Mintzberg, 1973; and 
more recently Yukl, 1998) have identified a variety of behavioural tax-
onomies.6 Such taxonomies have been shown to fall within two domi-
nant areas of behaviour:

Task, production or initiating structure
Consideration, people or relations

These two dominant behaviours of task and consideration could be seen 
as metalevel behaviours and the taxonomy as sub-elements of these two 
factors.7 There is considerable convergence and acceptance that mana-
gerial behaviours, that centre around these two metalevel behaviours, 

•
•
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are more likely to be effective where both task and consideration are 
related to the needs of the situation. Adair’s (1983) work in this regard 
has greatly popularised the importance of identifying, moderating and 
balancing behaviour over a period of time with the needs of achieving 
the task alongside the needs of the team and the individual.

Leadership skills

Building out from the trait and behavioural perspectives but still within 
the leader-centric theme has been a very recent conceptualisation of 
leadership as the notion of skills and social problem solving (Mumford 
et al., 2000). The key tenet of leadership skills is a movement away 
from behaviour patterns towards capabilities and knowledge that make 
leadership possible (ibid.).

The focus of leadership here is centrally on the leader and their abil-
ity to address complex organisational issues, formulate a framework for 
problem solving, generate ideas and develop initial solution strategies. 
Wisdom is a key capability within this model developed out of leader-
ship experience (McCauley et al., 1988; Ackerman, 1992; McCall, 1998) 
where the leader has developed self-objectivity, self-reflection and a 
systemic perspective (Arlin, 1990; Orwoll & Perlmutter, 1990; Sternberg, 
1985, 1990) along with social perceptiveness (Zaccaro et al., 1991). It 
is argued that such social skills represent an ‘essential step in getting 
subordinates to adopt a vision or a proposed solution plan’ (1991: 20). 
Such leadership is not seen to be the province of a few gifted individuals 
but instead ‘leadership is held to be potential in many individuals – a 
potential that emerges through experience and the capability to learn’ 
(Mumford et al., 2000: 21).

Leadership and power

Connected with behaviour, as an influence process, is the impact of 
power. Brown (1999) described a dimension of leadership as a ‘power 
broker’ in which a leader distributes power to influence outcomes. 
At the heart of leadership is the interaction of power with influence 
conceptualised as having three distinct types of influence outcomes 
(Kelman, 1958):

Instrumental Compliance – an ability to control rewards or punish-
ment.
Internalisation – followers become committed to leader’s espoused 
proposals as they appear to be intrinsically desirable and relate to the 
followers’ values, beliefs and self-image.

•

•
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Identification – followers identify with the leader in order to gain 
approval and achieve acceptance.

A combination of these influence outcomes can be seen to occur in 
charismatic and transformational behaviours where both ideals and 
attributional identification are part of the behavioural influence on 
followers. Influence of instrumental compliance can be seen to be 
associated with transactional leadership (Bass & Avolio, 1993) and 
is connected with position power – status associated with position gives 
power over someone of lower status through rewards and punishments 
(Fiedler et al., 1976). French and Raven’s (1959) seminal work viewed 
position power as identified with reward, coercive and legitimate power. 
In contrast, charismatic and transformational leadership is seen to be 
more closely associated with personal power – attribution associated with 
an individual’s attributes (Bass 1960, 1990; Yukl, 1989b); identified as 
referent and expert power (French & Raven, 1959).

Personal and position power (French & Raven, 1959) are seen to 
overlap and the combinations in reality make it difficult to distinguish 
between them (Yukl & Falbe, 1991). For example, a charismatic leader 
with strong referent power drawn from a follower’s desire to identify 
with the leader may be, in part, associated with the legitimacy of the 
leader’s position. If such legitimacy declines then the leader’s attractive-
ness may also decline, influencing the referent status.8

McCall (1978) extends this view by introducing a contextual dimen-
sion to suggest that it is a combination of being in the right place at the 
right time with the right (power) resources that gives the greatest influ-
ence. The contextual perspective links power and influence to interper-
sonal relations beyond personal attributes of the leader.

Leadership and relationships

The issue of identification and relationships as part of the influence 
process within charismatic theory (House, 1977; Conger & Kanungo, 
1987) has been developed into a body of theory, known as ‘leader mem-
ber exchange’ – often referred to as LMX (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1991). This 
theory seeks to explain relationships between a leader and a follower 
and represent a departure from the prevailing behavioural approach 
that leaders treated all subordinates the same (Brower et al., 2000).

In terms of leadership as a process of achieving shared goals through 
collective interests, the LMX theory provides a significant contribution 
to extending the leadership and transactional debate into multiple 
dyadic perspectives of the same group.9 There is striking similarity in 

•
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the strong dyadic relationships to the attributional characteristics of 
charismatic transformational leadership. Equally there is similarity to 
the transactional nature of weak dyadic relationships.10 It is argued 
by Graen and Uhl-Bien (1991) that the life cycle relationship between 
leader and follower dyads appears to start on a transactional basis and 
with deepening reciprocal trust can develop into a transformational 
relationship.

Such difference of perspective draws the discussion in two directions: 
an idiosyncratic perspective of leader behaviour influenced by their 
lived experience in a myriad of contexts; and a broadening view away 
from the dominance of leader-centric influence and extended towards 
a follower-centric perspective of leadership. The above theoretical 
discussion on relationships extends the guiding model of leadership 
represented in Figure 2.2, by introducing a new component – that of 
relationships:

The amendment of the above framework to include ‘relationships’ 
as a separate element, places emphasis on its role in the distortion of 
perceptions and attributions of followers and leaders to each other. 
Viewing leadership as a socially constructed relational process of influ-
ence further emphasises the value of relationships as an important 
aspect of leadership (Uhl-Bien, 2003). There is very limited specific 
research on this important area within the field of leadership save 
for the work of Uhl-Bien (2003) and colleagues described above, 
and Collinson and Collinson’s (2005) work on leader-led relations. 
Additionally, Shamir, Dayan-Horesh and Adler (2005) examined the 
use of a leader’s biography in shaping the relationship between leader 
and follower(s). Finally, Gardner and Avolio (1998) (and similarly with 
Hogg, 2001; Sparrowe, 2005) suggest that leadership theory be  extended 
to incorporate notions of identity forged through  relationships. They 

Leader:

Traits, charisma,
behaviour, power

and skills

Relationships

Figure 2.2 Relationships and leadership
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suggest leader and  follower identification encapsulate an interactive 
mutual process of constructing leadership in the form of a situated 
identity drawn, constructed and learnt in a particular context. Such 
processes will become most central to the findings and arguments of 
this book. Uhl-Bien (2003) advocates the notion of social relationships 
as an important aspect to be attended to in terms of leadership devel-
opment.

The notion of leadership as a relationship acts as a bridge between 
leader-centric and follower-centric perspectives of leadership. The 
leader perspective is only a partial, but currently a rather dominant, 
view of leadership. The notion of leadership as an intentional influ-
ence process of a leader on followers does appear to integrate many 
sub-themes of the influence process. The notion of charismatic ‘new 
leadership’ is the most current and prevalent model of the leader 
perspective reflected in the dominance of published research in the 
Leadership Quarterly (Lowe & Gardner, 2000). The follower-centric per-
spective of leadership provides both complementary and contrasting 
perspectives.

The follower perspectives of leadership

Follower:
Attributed charisma, 

implicit theories
and romance

You cannot have a leader without followers.
(Anonymous)

Such a truism sits at the heart of the follower perspective of leadership, 
where the focus is on followers’ needs for leadership. In comparison 
to the leader-centric perspective of leadership, there is relatively little 
research in this area (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). Particular dimensions 
identified through the research of this perspective are: charismatic attri-
bution; implicit theories of leadership; and the ‘romance’ of leadership. 
Each will be examined to create an additional perspective of leadership 
that reorientates the centre of gravity towards a balance of leader and 
follower aspects of leadership – described by Grint (2005) as putting the 
ship back into leadership. The first dimension of this orientation builds 
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on from the charismatic literature of the leader-centric perspective and 
as such is a useful bridge between the two.

Charismatic attribution

The leader-centric perspective has introduced the notion of attribution 
associated with charismatic leadership theories. The follower-centric view 
orientates the attribution of charismatic qualities of the leader through 
comparison with themselves and their personal values, beliefs and needs. 
The work of Shamir, House and Arthur (1993) sought to provide a moti-
vational explanation for the behavioural affects of  charismatic leadership 
associated with the follower: arousal, enhancement of follower valances 
with respect to organisational goals, higher self-esteem, self-worth and 
self-efficacy and commitment. Most significant is the view of Shamir 
et al. (1993) that there is a reciprocal nature to charismatic leadership 
where followers identify a leader who is perceived to share core values 
and identities, with an emphasis on the construction of leadership from 
the group rather than a role imposed on the group (Shamir et al., 1993).

This notion of followers constructing leadership, related to their own 
needs, is further advanced from two perspectives: implicit theories of 
leadership, and the notion of the ‘romance’ of leadership.

Implicit theories of leadership

Implicit theories of leadership are personally learnt theories of leader-
ship. This is most significant to an understanding of the follower-centric 
perspective and arguably most central to processes of leadership learn-
ing. Through interaction with leaders in particular situations, followers 
are seen to compare individual characteristics of leaders to their implicit 
leadership theories and, if the resemblance is similar, the follower then 
confirms leadership categorisation to the leader. (The work of Lord and 
colleagues is significant in this area: Phillips & Lord, 1982; Lord et al., 
1984; Lord & Maher, 1990.) For example, a social role generates attribu-
tion – the greater the status, the higher perceived competence in leader-
ship (Konst et al., 1999).

Associated research on the development of implicit theories anchors 
such learning about leadership as generated through early childhood 
experiences (Hall & Lord, 1995; Engle & Lord, 1997), particularly paren-
tal influence (Stark, 1992). For example, it has been shown that parents 
provide anticipatory socialisation about work and leadership, and act as 
the first notable leadership influence (Anderson, 1943; and later Keller, 
1999). This area will be prominently developed in Chapter 4. Offerman 
et al. (1994) argues that implicit leadership theories can be generalised 
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to eight dominant traits of: sensitivity, dedication, tyranny, charisma, 
attractiveness, masculinity, intelligence and strength.

Implicit theories of leadership can be seen to have very direct 
linkage to both dyadic and charismatic attributional models of lead-
ership earlier described. But who creates leadership? Implicit leader-
ship theories suggest that followers create the ideal leader and seek 
to  connect an individual to this ideal. Through such connection a 
follower re-enforces his or her own identity and self-esteem, as the 
leader reflects himself/herself: in essence, the ideal leader is analogous 
to self (Keller, 1999). Additional to individual and dyadic relations, 
implicit leadership theory is also perceived to be a group phenom-
enon where a group can set an overall affective tone that influences 
the way followers process information about a leader (George, 1990; 
George & Brief, 1992; George & James, 1993; and related work of Hall 
& Lord, 1995).

The field of social cognition and its application to leadership studies 
is at an emergent state and Lord et al. argue that although ‘the body 
of cognitive and social-cognitive research is quite compelling; this has 
not been verified in the leadership domain’ (2001: 16). The potential 
of implicit theories of leadership to help inform on the follower-centric 
perspective is most useful. Additionally the role implicit theories have 
in understanding leadership, both from universal perspectives and local 
nuance understandings of specific contexts, is arguably most informa-
tive to leadership learning.

Do we all then create our own leadership? From the follower perspec-
tive of leadership, leaders are created in the minds of followers, and the 
individual and group affect of influencing a peer’s interpretation of an 
individual as leader could be seen as part of the process of leadership 
construction. This point will be developed from the perspective of the 
‘romance of leadership’, that perceives leadership as created by follow-
ers to meet their socially constructed expectations.

‘Romance’ of leadership

The romance of leadership is seen as a socially constructed desire for 
leadership emanating from our earliest experiences of social leadership 
within families (Kets de Vries, 1988; Kets de Vries & Millar, 1985; Stark, 
1992; Hall & Lord, 1995). It is argued that such social construction of 
leadership has been shaped through generations from a biased percep-
tion that leadership, in the form of a dominant individual, shapes 
outcomes (Salancik & Pfeifer, 1977a; Salancik & Meindl, 1984; Meindl 
et al., 1985; Gemmill & Oakley, 1992; and more recently Barker, 2001). 
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The romance of leadership emphasises leadership as a social construc-
tion and,

emphasises followers and their contexts for defining leadership itself 
and for understanding its significance. It loosens traditional assump-
tions about the significance of leaders to leadership phenomena.

(Meindl, 1995: 330)

In essence, the relationship between leader and follower is less of a 
causal process of a leader influencing followers, but rather the behav-
iour of followers is under the influence of forces that govern the social 
construction of the phenomenon of leadership (Meindl, 1995). Thus 
leadership is revealed through the followers’ interpretations of organi-
sational reality.

Critical interpretations of the ‘romantic’ theory of leadership suggest 
very different approaches to leadership learning. Rather than focusing 
on leader behaviour as a process of influence (leader-centric approach), 
focus should be given to the manipulation of contexts; instead of the 
right personality, the focus is on the opportunity to create an appro-
priate impression; rather than leadership training, the focus would be 
on inculcating followers with the ‘right way’ to construct leadership 
(Meindl, 1995). This argument of follower-centric leadership can be 
seen to be closely associated with Smircich and Morgan’s (1982) inter-
pretation of leadership as the management of meaning.

The work by Meindl (1995) that consolidates earlier work of Pfeffer 
(1977), Calder (1977) and Meindl, Ehrlich and Dukerich (1985) on the 
follower-centric view of leadership dominates this perspective to which 
there is little academic criticism. However, and of significance, there is 
only passing reference to this perspective in, for example, two of the 
dominant leader-centric texts on leadership (Bass, 1990; Yukl, 1998) 
despite the implications that this view has on leadership learning. 
Perhaps this speaks to the dominance of the leader-centric view.

The ‘romance of leadership’, as a socially constructed phenom-
enon, connects closely with charismatic attribution theory (Conger 
& Kanungo, 1987) and self-concept theory (Shamir et al., 1993) and 
gives congruence and foundation to the follower-centric perspective of 
leadership. Further, leadership as a follower-centric phenomenon opens 
up critical questions around historic, cultural and socially constructed 
(Berger & Luckman, 1966) antecedents of the leader-centric dominant 
paradigm that is in everyday usage by practitioners and academics 
(Gemmill & Oakley, 1992; Barker, 2001).
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Summary

This section has sought to make explicit the follower perspective of lead-
ership through connecting a range of themes. The focus of the follower 
perspective, similar to leader-centric, is towards the universal, where 
notions of charismatic attribution, implicit theories and romantic ideals 
of leadership are seen to be generic; research has sought to demonstrate 
the presence of such phenomena associated with leadership. The fol-
lower perspective enriches and balances an understanding of leadership 
and perhaps shifts the centre of gravity away from the leader and to a 
more integrated understanding of how each informs on the other. The 
final perspective anchors the focus within the local context. Certainly 
both leader and follower perspectives inform on local contextualisation 
of leadership and the blend of the local with the universal is perhaps 
ever present. The final section begins to emphasise the importance of 
context to leadership learning through lived experience.

The situational perspective of leadership

Leader:
Situated

social construction,
constituted and

Invisible

The final perspective on leadership is significantly less developed than 
the leader-centric view. This is particularly paradoxical as the impact of 
the situation on leadership is evident, albeit implicitly, in all research. 
A situational definition of leadership can be seen as a social process 
that defines reality in ways that make sense to the led, involving a 
dependency relationship in which individuals surrender their powers 
to interpret and define reality to others (Smircich & Morgan, 1982). 
The institutionalisation of this dependency relationship creates rights 
and obligations and confers roles within organisational contexts (ibid.). 
In essence, the situation creates leadership. This section draws together 
separate and disparate elements of a situational perspective of leader-
ship as: leader-centric situational theories of leadership; contextual 
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influence on charismatic leadership; constituted leadership – shaping 
followers’ perspective of the environment; qualitative perspectives of 
situational leadership; and an exposure of ‘invisible’ leadership.

Situational leadership

There are a multitude of environmental elements that influence the 
manifestation of leadership and it is of little surprise that leadership 
theory of has sought universal application, regardless that the situation 
has repeatedly been shown to be fallible! Nevertheless, research contin-
ued in such a quest until the emergence in the late sixties and seventies 
of situational leadership. Numerous models have emerged that centre 
on the leader moderating his or her behaviour contingent to the situ-
ational circumstances and needs of followers. The following list sum-
marises prominent explanations of situational leadership:

Fiedler’s contingency model (1967): A leader’s impact on group per-
formance depends on a combination of leader orientation and a set 
of situational contingency factors namely leader–member relations, 
task–structure clarification and leaders position power.
Path – goal theory  (House, 1971, 1977, 1996; House & Mitchell, 1974): 
Aspects of the situation, such as the nature of the task, work envi-
ronment and subordinate attributes, determine the optimal leader 
behaviour for improving subordinate expectations and valances that 
lead to satisfaction and performance (Yukl, 1989a).
Situational leadership (Hersey & Blanchard 1982): Follower perform-
ance is related to balancing the leader’s task and relations behaviour 
according to the follower’s confidence and skills – matching the 
leader behaviour required for the situation and according to the fol-
lower’s needs.
Normative decision theory (Vroom & Jago, 1988): Focus is on the level 
of involvement of followers in decision making appropriate to the 
situation, taking into account a number of variables such as technical 
quality, follower commitment required, level of information, clarity 
of problem and goal congruence with followers.

All of the above models are based on a leader-centric perspective 
 examining appropriate behaviours to be adopted by the leader  according 
to follower ability, confidence and motivations, and situation variables 
such as organisational structure and culture, position power, task 
complexity and technology. These various models have been drawn 
together into the multiple linkage model (Yukl, 1989a) advocated as 

•

•

•

•
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an ‘integrating conceptual framework that encompasses each of the 
important sets of variables relevant for leadership effectiveness’ (1989: 
274). This model is a step forward in integrating leader behaviour, traits, 
power and follower motivations and attributions with situational vari-
ables – albeit from a leader-centric perspective – and is a clear signal 
to shift attention away from a universal applicability of leader traits 
and behaviours. The universality of charismatic and transformational 
leadership theories is similarly subject to contextual influence and the 
extent of situational moderation is considered next.

Contextual influence on charismatic leadership

‘New leadership’, in the form of transformational and charismatic 
leadership, is argued as having universal application. The comprehen-
sive GLOBE study (House et al., 2004) supports Bass (1997) in suggest-
ing a tendency for transformational leadership characteristics to be 
applicable across cultures. However, additional research has illustrated 
that the transformational affect is moderated by situational variables 
(Bryman et al., 1996) and that there are situations more suited for 
charismatic leadership than others (Shamir & Howell, 1999). Specific 
conditions are outlined for the emergence and effectiveness of charis-
matic leadership and these are oriented towards macroorganisational 
considerations.

In the earlier discussion on charismatic leadership, the origins of 
the phenomenon focused on the situational catalyst of a crisis (Weber, 
1947). The sense of uncertainty generated through a crisis stimulates a 
desire by followers for someone powerful, with clarity of direction and 
with high self-confidence, to provide salvation. The notion of strong 
and weak situations (Bell & Staw, 1988) is a useful lens through which 
to examine situation-centric leadership. Strong situations, on the one 
hand reflect a sense of environmental certainty and are perceived to 
enable followers to act on their own initiative (Bell & Staw, 1988). 
Weak situations, on the other hand, reflect conditions of ambiguity, 
loose structure and less clarity of appropriate behaviour. Such weak 
situations create a desire by followers for certainty and trigger romantic 
attributions towards desirable leadership to provide this certainty and 
direction. Hence the often heard phrase: ‘the situation requires a strong 
leader’. Grint (2005) argues that the notion of weak environments 
rather reflects mythical ‘God-like’ notions by followers needing special 
people with extraordinary talents to create greater certainty – reflecting 
Meindl’s (1995) arguments of the ‘romance of leadership’. Grint (2005) 
advocates a case of ‘wheelwrights’ rather than ‘white elephants’, where 
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leadership is more a sense of distributed influence – more on Grint and 
his notion of constituted leadership next.

The perceptions of environmental uncertainty leading to charismatic 
attribution by followers may be constructed through leader actions and 
oratorical skills (Willner, 1984; Shamir & Howell, 1999) and it is from 
this view of situational perception that the notion of a constituted envi-
ronment of effective leadership is created.

Constituted situational leadership

A variation on the contingent perspective is the influence of a leader 
and others to shape the perception followers have of the situation, 
described by Grint (2000) as ‘constituted’ leadership (Grint, 2000). 
Rather than examining the situation objectively and discerning appro-
priate leadership style for the context, Grint (2000) argues that leaders, 
followers and other interested stakeholders shape interpretation of 
the context through their actions and discursive practice, resulting in 
subjective process indeterminacy rather than leader determinacy. For 
example, Parry and Hansen (2007) persuasively argues that leadership 
can take the form of a discourse: leadership is the message. Followers 
elaborate the meaning of the message that shapes ongoing sense-
 making and  motivations. The principles of constituted leadership cen-
tre on networks and follower capability responding to the situation, 
rather than the leader role:

All leaders err … successful leadership comes from follower empower-
ment to recognise leader error and compensate.

(Grint, 2000: 420)

Leadership from a constituted perspective is an indeterminate skill 
based within a process that masquerades as a determinate skill (ibid.). 
The emphasis on social skills of followers illustrates a complex orienta-
tion that is embedded in the nuances of local contexts. The discursive 
practices that masquerades the weaknesses of determinate leadership 
skills is often invisible to both researchers and practitioners: it is simply 
not recognised due to the prominence of the leader-centric paradigm 
and associated (and supportive) implicit theories and romantic notions 
from the follower-centric perspective.

To explore the invisible, socially constructed and systemic nature of 
leadership, there is an emerging body of research that builds under-
standing from the ground upwards through qualitative research of the 
leadership situation.
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Situational leadership – a qualitative perspective

Building from this constituted perspective is a call for more situational 
grounded qualitative research that provides a perspective on leader-
ship as:

A [learnt] relationship among persons embedded in a social setting at 
a given historical moment. Leadership must consider the normative 
basis of the relationship and the setting and the distinctive perform-
ance abilities of the actors involved.

(Biggart & Hamilton, 1987: 439)

Qualitative researchers in the field of leadership research have identi-
fied weaknesses with traditional leadership research that assumes a 
static, closed-system structure. The approach is dominated by statis-
tical samples that are sufficiently robust to be accepted for publica-
tion as ‘valid research’. Day (2000) asserts that there is a dearth of 
specific, contextually based research. Similarly, there has been a call 
for a grounded, qualitative approach into processes of leadership and 
its development and effectiveness within a discrete context (Bryman 
et al., 1996; Parry, 1998; Conger, 1998, 2004; Lowe & Gardner, 2000; 
Bryman 2004).

A qualitative approach seeks to illuminate the social processes that 
form leadership within a particular context. The complexity is not to be 
avoided or aggregated but rather it is to be illuminated and discussed. 
As such, Conger (1998) argues that qualitative research should be seen 
as the methodology of choice for studying leadership, as it is most 
adequately suited to revealing the interrelationship of context and proc-
esses of leadership influence. Through such an approach we are likely 
to get much closer to the reality of the world of leadership. I argue that 
through qualitative research we can begin to reveal how contextualised 
leadership practice develops and understand how individual leaders 
and followers learn how to enact these leadership processes. We need 
to make the invisible more visible.

Revealing ‘invisible leadership’

Reflecting the need for situational-based qualitative research and the 
earlier notion of constituted leadership, ‘invisible leadership’ iden-
tifies socially constructed leadership that draws on both local and 
global institutionalised approaches (Sjostrand et al., 2001). From an 
examination of 11 organisations, Sjostrand et al. identified three 
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 interconnected key elements that shaped leadership that had previ-
ously been overlooked:

Significance of small talk – leadership is formed through informal, 
innumerable, fragmented but continuous communications that 
socially constructs meaning about what has happened, what is hap-
pening and what will happen in the future (Sjostrand et al., 2001; 
and similar to Watson, 2001; Parry and Hansen, 2007).
Influence of unrecognised arenas – the locations in which small talk is 
socially constructed (Sjostrand et al., 2001) appear to be very differ-
ent from the arenas identified through traditional leadership research 
such as formal work group meetings or public briefings. The invis-
ible areas associated with informal social activities such as corridors, 
toilets, trains or at the water coolers fuel the social exchange of small 
talk and the importance of this to socially constructed leadership is 
greatly underestimated (ibid.).
Institutional dynamics – the duality of subjective and objective 
notions of local and global perspectives co-existing to form an 
 idiosyncratic institutional dynamic. The 11 case studies identified 
that leadership can be dominated by a global leadership perspective, 
either in detached senior positions, or a more heavily socialised local 
perspective in socially interactive arenas – more typical of junior 
situations.

Invisible leadership can be seen to emerge from the situation, both 
local and global in its antecedents. The influence of idiosyncratic social-
ly constructed leadership drawn from invisible interaction is argued to 
be a dynamic process of flow and flux in people’s relations and interac-
tions (Sjostrand et al., 2001). Such a focus on the situated microaspects 
of leadership practice reveals so much about leader-centric, follower-
centric and situated-centric perspectives.

Summary

The mainstream and dominant view of situational leadership has 
examined the leader as responsive to variables and adjusting style 
and behaviour accordingly (Fiedler, 1967; House, 1977; Hersey & 
Blanchard, 1982b; Yukl, 1998). In contrast, the emerging qualitative 
constitutive perspective views the situation as subjectively  interpreted 
by  leaders and followers from which successful leadership occurs 
through follower responsiveness to situations (Grint, 2000). The invisible 

•

•

•
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nature of constitutive leadership is created idiosyncratically through 
small talk in informal situations that blends global constructs of 
leadership with historic locally oriented perspectives (Sjostrand 
et al., 2001). Leadership as a socially constructed phenomenon is the 
nub of the situational perspective of leadership. The degree of influence 
which leaders or followers can have on the situation is shaped by indi-
vidual learning of how to interpret and influence sense-making within 
particular communities of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991 – much more 
on this in chapters 3 and 4). The nuances of leadership learning in par-
ticular contexts will be shown as complex and relatively idiosyncratic 
to organisational situations. Thus situational leadership is at the heart 
of leadership learning.

Conclusion: A process perspective of leadership

Leader - centric
perspective

Follower - centric
perspective

Situational
perspective

Leadership

Relationships

Leadership can thus be seen from three perspectives, with all three pro-
viding insights into an understanding of leadership; each perspective 
has significant sub-theories providing intricate deeper explanations. 
The dominant leader-centric perspective has had more attention and 
greater research examination and has begun to cohere around ‘new 
leadership’ in the form of charismatic and transformational notions of 
influence. The follower perspective suggests that leadership is formed 
from socially constructed implicit theories of a leaders role that can 
manifest into a dominant romantic notion of leadership and the crea-
tion of followership. Situational leadership can be seen to sit within 
both previous perspectives to provide insight into each, and could be 
argued to be a metaexplanation of leadership as an institutionalised 
global phenomenon and as a local socialised phenomenon, both being 
formed through social construction.
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All three perspectives can be drawn together to reflect an  underlying 
tenet of leadership being significantly associated with ‘sense-giving’: 
that is, influencing others sense-making. A sense-giving process of 
influence could be seen as an amalgam of the three perspectives into 
a holistic, systemic process, shaping and reshaping all constituent 
actors and connected stakeholders. An initial model that begins to 
draw this systemic process together is illustrated in Figure 2.3 and is 
proposed as an integrating conceptual framework that can be viewed 
from leader, follower or situational perspectives. In particular the 
model places emphasis on an idiosyncratic basis dependent on an 
individual’s lived experience and learnt understanding of leadership: 
leadership as a powerful leader, or as a social myth or maybe a roman-
tic dream.

The above systemic and processual perspective of leadership seeks to 
integrate the key themes examined within this chapter, and drawn in 
various combinations these perspectives help shape a mangers leader-
ship practice:

Leader perspective – traits, experiences, skills and style infused into 
leader behaviour and power.
Follower perspective – implicit leadership theories and romance of 
leadership infused into follower behaviour.
Connected through relationships – attribution and perception between 
leader and follower (attributed exchange relationships).

•

•

•

Figure 2.3 A process perspective to leadership
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Situational perspective – weak or strong environments and constituted 
social construction influencing leader and follower interpretations of 
the environment.

It is not my intention to suggest a metatheory of leadership in which all 
elements described from the extant literature can be seen to fit together 
into a comprehensive whole. Rather, a process perspective is drawn to 
illustrate how these perspectives can be constructed into a holistic inter-
pretation and that many theories are complementary. Further, it is not 
suggested that any one perspective has greater weight or predominance 
than the other and certainly the model does not purport to be exhaus-
tive in any way. Simply it is a synthesis that connects insights into the 
complex nature of leadership. Interventions into leadership develop-
ment must recognise this complexity.

This chapter has sought to define and examine leadership from 
three distinctive and integrated views: leader, follower and situation. It 
has sought to illuminate arguments that leadership is not necessarily 
about the leader or the follower but rather it may be a process shaped 
from a number of elements that combine to influence an individual’s 
sense-making of the situation and orientation towards an outcome. The 
historic focus has been overly leader-centric with limited attention to 
the everpresent follower- and situation-centric perspectives. Too great 
an emphasis has been given to survey methods that obscure important 
underlying contextual issues which generate the essence of leadership 
in particular situations. Too often this surface-level examination can 
only understand leadership at the highest levels of abstraction – conse-
quently the important contextual and local detail is missed. Qualitative 
research would give emphasis to and begin to address the dearth of 
processual studies (Bryman, 1996, 2004; Hunt, 1999; Parry, 1998, 2001) 
and begin to reveal the socially constructed process of leadership and 
associated leadership practice. This book thus makes a contribution to 
our understanding of the social construction process by which manag-
ers develop their leadership practice at the complex nuance level of 
lived experience.

The development of leadership practice draws upon all three leader-
ship centric perspectives from both general societal interpretations and 
from local meanings and historic embedded practices. Thus leadership 
is learnt through our engagement in society, through our interactions 
with, for example, parents, friends, teachers, sports captains, colleagues 
and bosses. It is learnt through media exposure, from observing politi-
cians and other social commentators. The complexity of leadership 

•
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and the source from where it is learnt are invariably too diffuse for 
us to recall. Leadership is, as Bennis (1989) says, like beauty. We learn 
to appreciate different forms of beauty and the different contexts in 
which something is personally beautiful. How we construct beauty, like 
 leadership, is socially mediated. The next chapter explores the nature of 
social learning that enables the social construction of such leadership 
beauty to occur.
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3
How Do We Learn?

Chapter 2 has argued that leadership is essentially a situated relational 
process of influence. Leadership practice must therefore be contextually 
learnt. Hence, the focus of this chapter is towards a social perspective 
of learning in order to help understand the development of leadership 
practice at the level of lived experience. The chapter is subdivided into 
key areas that will be seen to be interrelated to the process of learning 
a social phenomenon, such as leadership. In essence, an argument is 
developed that seeks to explore the notion of contextualised individual 
learning through an understanding of:

Individual learning dynamics – a definitional outline of learning that is 
subsequently incorporated into an examination of individual learning 
through experience (Kolb, 1984).
Situational learning – exploring contextualised learning that sits 
between and among people in communities. This perspective draws 
in particular on the work of Lave and Wenger (1991) and their 
notion of legitimate peripheral participation; embedded within such 
participation is shared meaning and identity.
Social learning theory – providing insight into contextualised learning 
through an understanding of observational learning and the notion 
of self-efficacy. The work of Bandura (1977, 1986, 1997) is particularly 
insightful and central to these perspectives of learning where concep-
tion of social phenomena and social identification are interrelated to 
performance capability.
Cognition, memory and selective interpretation of experience – examining 
how an individual encodes information and convert such external 
stimuli into knowledge-structures or schemas (Walsh, 1995), that 
subsequently helps to interpret events. Linked to schemas and 

•

•

•

•
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interpretation of experience is the dynamics of memory (most par-
ticularly the work of Tulving, 1983; adapted by Nurius, 1993) and 
how memory retrieval linked to schemas is selective of lived experi-
ence and conception construction.

These combinations of extant literature are not natural bedfellows as 
they draw from different research traditions of psychology and sociol-
ogy. However, the benefit each brings by being integrated with the oth-
ers outweighs potential criticisms of mixing traditionally separate fields. 
These four elements are captured in Figure 3.1.

The three outer themes are interconnected and build from each other 
and have the effect of shaping individual learning. This framework will be 
used to structure the chapter and seek to represent a systemic integration of 
the four elements, rather than treat them as stand alone sections. The start-
ing point of this journey is to tackle the thorny issue of defining learning. 

Individual learning

Definitions of learning

Personal learning:
Knowledge acquisition

and reflection

Cognition:
Salience, schemas and

memory

Social learning:
Self-efficacy and

observation

Personal learning:
knowledge acquisition

and application

Situated learning:
Participation, meaning

and identity

Figure 3.1 Structure of Chapter 3
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Debates on defining learning are not as numerous as with leadership 
but nonetheless the phenomenon is similarly equivocal in terms of defi-
nition. There are numerous perspectives of learning generating enor-
mous complexity for assimilation (Nicolini & Mesnar, 1995). Despite 
such complexity there is some consensus on the meaning of learning 
associated with knowledge acquisition and a capacity for change: 

A process by which knowledge is acquired. 
(Eraut, 2000: 114)

The word learning undoubtedly denotes a change of some kind. 
(Kim, 1993: 38)

A process perspective of learning is emphasised by Eraut (2000), by which 
knowledge is acquired, while Kim emphasises a dynamic where change 
of some kind is not necessarily seen as action but rather the potential 
or capacity to take action: ‘learning can thus be defined as increasing 
one’s capacity to take effective action’ (Kim, 1993: 38). This allows both 
change and the potential for change to be joined together and seen 
within the conception of an experience leading to a transformation. In 
essence, learning can be seen as ‘the transformation of experience into 
knowledge, skills and attitudes’ (Jarvis, 1987a: 164). Kolb (1984) similar-
ly linked learning with knowledge transformation and experience seeing 
it ‘as a process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation 
of experience’ (ibid., 1984: 38). As such, learning is seen in this study as 
a process of transformation through social exchange. 

Learning as a social exchange

Experience is thus seen as central to learning to the extent that knowl-
edge, skills and attitudes are being shaped and reshaped continually 
through social interaction (Mead, 1934); where ‘meaning is not a given 
but evolves from the verbal and nonverbal interactions of individuals’ 
(Ashforth & Mael, 1989: 27). Mead (1934) argued that notions of the 
‘self’ could not be created other than through social interactions and 
exchanges between people. This social exchange of ‘significant meanings’ 
is, for Mead, the learning process of the development of self in the form 
of a social learning process. Such a view of learning and the develop-
ment of the self anchors the notion of leadership learning as con-
text-based, drawing upon social exchanges about leadership through 
interaction within particular communities at a particular point in time 
and through time.
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Levels of learning through individual experience and reflection

The naturalistic process by which individuals learn (Burgoyne & Stuart, 
1976, 1977) is oriented around the notion that ‘the human species is 
born with the ability to learn. Learning is indispensable for survival’ 
(1977: 2). Learning then has the potential to occur through all experi-
ences. But this does not mean that we transform ourselves through 
every social interaction as not all experiences are of equal value. 

The emphasis of reflection as a central part of the learning proc-
ess focuses attention on learning as development and not simply the 
acquisition of information (Garrison, 1991). Reflection provides the 
necessary conversion of experience from uncoded data into thoughtful 
and productive knowledge (Usher, 1985). Reynolds (1998) draws a dis-
tinction between reflection, which is defined as making thoughtful and 
productive use of otherwise uncoded experience as a basis for future 
action; and critical reflection, as the ability of an individual to focus 
beyond the task or the problem to ‘an analysis of power and control 
and an examination of the taken for granted’s within which the task 
or the problem is situated’ (1998: 189). In essence, critical reflection 
is concerned with questioning assumptions, pays particular attention 
to power relationships and is concerned with emancipation (Mezirow, 
1985; Reynolds, 1998). Using Goffman’s work, critical reflection is repre-
sented as an individual outside the stage understanding and interpreting 
the social construction of meaning being presented formally front stage 
and informally behind the scenes back stage (Goffman, 1969: 107).

The depth of conscious awareness that appears to distinguish 
reflection from critical reflection can be seen through Burgoyne and 
Hodgson’s (1983) work that adapted Bateson’s (1973) three levels of 
learning:

Level One – experience and factual information that has immediate 
relevance but no long-term effect on a perspective of the world. 
Level Two – learning that is transferable from the present situation 
to another and is recognised by an individual as situationally trans-
ferable. 
Level Three – awareness of the conceptions of the world, how they 
were formed and how they might change. Learning that is not situ-
ation specific.

It is argued that level three learning is rare and that level two rep-
resents the dominant naturalistic learning mode, often occurring at 

•

•

•
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an unconscious or tacit level of experience (Burgoyne & Hodgson, 
1983), where an individual is able to draw on a background conscious-
ness which is undergoing continual change. Learning in this respect 
is reconstruction, where experience enables someone to avoid solv-
ing the same problem for the second time; similar to the notion of 
reflection-in-action (Schon, 1983), where there is ‘an on the spot (as 
distinct from retrospective) process of surfacing, testing and evaluating 
intuitive understandings which are intrinsic to experience’ (Reynolds, 
1998: 186). The distinction between levels two and three also reflects 
similarity with Argyris and Schon’s (1978) earlier concept of single 
and double loop learning. The single loop represents habits and eve-
ryday practices connected to the background situational conscious-
ness and deeper double loop learning related to changes affecting 
 underlying values and general orientations (Argyris & Schon, 1978; 
Argyris, 1991). 

What triggers level three or double loop learning? Burgoyne and 
Hodgson (1983) empirically identified very limited ‘level three’ 
learning yet argued that transformative change occurred gradually 
and imperceptibly, shaped by ‘background consciousness which is 
dynamic rather than static in nature’ (1983: 17). Further, it is argued 
that reflection-in-action is a very common phenomenon (Schon, 1983; 
Ferry & Ross-Gordon, 1998) and the process of developing deep under-
standing is often spontaneous, informal, implicit and outside an indi-
vidual’s awareness (Daudelin, 1996). However, the process of reflection 
and learning takes many forms and is at varying depths (Jarvis, 1987a). 
The ability to reflect at depth is seen to be triggered by transformative 
incidents or episodes that call into question a person’s learning history 
and assumptions about the world. Mezirow (1985) argues that such 
transformative events lead to conscious reflection and realisation of a 
changed world:

As adult learners we are caught in our own histories. However good 
we are at making sense of our experiences, we all have to start with 
what we have been given and operate within horizons set by ways 
of seeing and understanding that we have acquired through prior 
learning. 

(1985: 1)

The ability to be critically reflective and reflexive is seen to be a unique-
ly adult capacity and thus an adult learning function (ibid.; Bandura, 
1986). Associated with adult perspective transformations are normative 
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periods of heightened critical reflectivity, argued by Levinson (1978) 
to be between the ages of 17–22, 40–5 and 60–5 and each qualitatively 
different:

The most fundamental tasks of a stable period are to make firm 
choices, rebuild life structures and enhances one’s life within it. 
Those of the transitional period are to question and reappraise the 
existing structure, to search for new possibilities in self and the world 
and to modify the present structure enough so that a new one can 
be formed. 

(1978: 53)

Both Levinson and Mezirow perceive a significant trigger for such 
perspective transformations to be marker events or disorientating 
dilemmas (Mezirow, 1981). In order for an individual to question their 
historic interpretation of their learning biography there is the need to 
question taken for granted assumptions. It is events, and people within 
events, that force paradigmatic questioning. The notion of events cen-
tres the discussion of learning through social exchange and interpreta-
tion. It is axiomatic but worth emphasizing that an individual’s leaning 
thus reflects knowledge, skills and attitudes that are of the social world 
they encounter. 

Mead argued that freedom of learning and transformation is curtailed 
by social control (Mead, 1934), yet through critical reflexivity an indi-
vidual is capable of seeing and understanding the world they are part 
of and constructed within (similarly developed by Reynolds, 1998). The 
notion of constructed knowledge through participation within par-
ticular communities reflects situated learning theories (Lave & Wenger, 
1991; Fox, 1997a), which we shall come on to shortly. The importance 
here is to orientate our view of individual learning as contextualised 
experience. It is towards individual contextualised knowledge, drawn 
from the context of an individual’s lived experience, which is both the 
focus of this chapter and at the heart of understanding how managers 
learn to lead.

Individual learning through contextualised experience

The notion of an independent learner is explored, notably by Kolb 
(1984), through a learning cycle of experience (Kolb & Fry, 1975; 
drawing on the earlier work of Dewey, 1938) where the individual is 
learning through experimentation on the world. The cycle of learning 
reflects the following: an experience stimulates reflection from which 

PPL-UK_HM-Kempster_Ch003.indd   58PPL-UK_HM-Kempster_Ch003.indd   58 1/12/2009   4:20:01 PM1/12/2009   4:20:01 PM



How Do We Learn?  59

knowledge is constructed; subsequently this knowledge is applied and 
generates further experiences that through reflection refine, elaborate or 
confirm knowledge of the experience. 

The learning cycle has become predominant as a development tool 
within management development interventions (Reynolds, 1997), 
where it is advocated that individuals learn within styles associated with 
elements constituting the cycle. The learning experience is matched 
to the style preference of an individual so that the learning will be 
strengthened (Kolb, 1984; Honey & Mumford, 1992). Very recent work 
by Armstrong and Mahmud (2008) confirms the continuing theoretical 
popularity with Kolb’s (1984) notion of the learning cycle and learning 
styles. Incidentally their work is most interesting in the sense that they 
suggest that managers who have a balanced preference for all styles of 
learning were critical for effective experiential learning (2008: 189). They 
particularly examined the development of tacit knowledge in the asser-
tion of their argument – more on tacit learning shortly. Criticism of the 
ubiquitous use of a cycle of learning (and associated learning styles) is 
associated with an oversimplification of individual learning dynamics. 
Reynolds (1997) argues that the pre-eminence of learning orientation 
based on the presumption of stability of personality characteristics has 
become popular with ‘teachers and trainers who have hoped that the 
concept of learning style would contribute to the quality of education 
they provide’ (1997: 118). 

Nevertheless the cyclical process of learning through experience 
appears to be central to an individual’s development. However, the 
sequential stages of the learning cycle may be more or less relevant 
or pronounced dependent on a variety of influences shaped by the 
social context and salience of the phenomenon being learnt – a point 
that will be expanded on shortly. Although an individuals learning 
from experience is highly complex and idiosyncratic, it is also fun-
damentally dependent on the social context in which the experience 
occurs. 

The role of experience is thus central to individual learning but 
the focus needs to be broadened to a social learning perspective that 
sees experience as active social encounters (Burgoyne, 1995). A view 
of learning as an encounter or exchange within particular contexts 
relates to the earlier discussion with respect to the development of the 
individual through social exchanges (Mead, 1934), and extends the 
focus from notions of individual centric decontextualised learning to 
embedded encounters in particular situations from which meaning is 
generated (Fox, 1997a).
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Situated learning

Situated learning:
Participation, identity 

and salience

Learning involves the whole person: it implies not only a relation to 
specific activities, but a relation to social communities – it implies 
becoming a full participant, a member, a kind of person. 

(Lave & Wenger, 1991: 53)

The above quote provides a central focus to situated learning and is in 
striking contrast to traditional learning theory (Fox, 1997a), which has 
an epistemology that is rooted in knowledge as an individual process of 
acquisition and where knowledge is free standing, decontextualised and 
professionally produced and disseminated. Fox comments: 

It is assumed that there is a discrete difference between profession-
ally produced and lay knowledge. The former (traditional learning 
theory) is scientific, disciplined, theoretical, systematic and general; 
the latter (situated learning theory) is common-sensical but limited, 
undisciplined, based on narrow experience, anecdotal and ad hoc, 
and forever destined to be particular rather than general or law like. 

(1997a: 730)

Situated learning theory seeks to incorporate an alternative epis-
temology that encompasses the ‘mind and lived in world’ (1997a: 
731) where, in contrast to the mind as a container waiting to be 
filled (Hooks, 1994), it is the mind in action, creating knowledge and 
learning simultaneously in interaction with the ‘lived-in-world’ (Fox, 
1997a: 732). 

The significance of context to individual learning is central to the 
role of engagement and interaction in social settings, shaping what 
is learnt through an emphasis on what is considered important and 
salient to an individual within a community. The process of social 
phenomena being learnt through valued social exchange of meanings 
(Mead, 1934) reflects the centrality of shared meaning and identity 
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within  particular contexts: ‘Organisations, people and groups create 
knowledge,  negotiating meaning of words, actions, situations and mate-
rial artifacts’ (Gherardi, Nicolini & Odella, 1998: 274). Thus human 
cognition and learning are closely related to the social context in which 
they take place, which is a historic product of intersubjective meaning 
making that evolves over time (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). 

Communities of practice

The notion of engagement in the ‘lived-in-world’ is extended by the 
concept of community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Eckert, 
1993; Gherardi et al., 1998) and related concept of participation. 
Participation in practice is a method to acquire knowledge, and can 
be represented as practice-as-work, practice-as-language or perhaps 
practice-as-morality (Ehn, 1988). Through such practice, learning is 
less associated with knowing the world but rather more associated 
with becoming part of the social world (Gherardi et al., 1998). The 
process of communities of practice gives emphasis to the significance 
of relationships among persons and activities as well as illuminating 
the process by which the transmission of tacit knowledge (Polyani, 
1966; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995; Eraut, 2000) and knowledge-in-action 
(Schon, 1983) occurs. 

Knowledge within communities of practice can be related to the idea 
of ‘habitus’ or ‘life-world’ (Bourdieu, 1980) and reflect durable social 
processes and practices, emphasising a link between relationships and 
activities that forge individual identity and practice. Significant to the 
arguments of this book is the emphasis on participation and identity 
drawn from particular communities of practice that have shaped their 
situated learning about leadership. A useful framework for structuring 
thinking about situated learning, drawn from communities of prac-
tice, is through an understanding of processes of peripheral legitimate 
participation (Lave & Wenger, 1991). 

Peripheral legitimate participation

Peripheral legitimate participation is seen as a pathway or trajectory 
(Wenger, 1998), which individuals follow to acquire knowledge, by 
which they become full and active participants in a particular commu-
nity. The degree of legitimacy accorded to individuals through their 
legitimate participation affects the range of learning opportunities 
and knowledge in action offered to them. With respect to leadership, 
non-managers and managers could be seen to have different path-
ways and learning experiences as a result of different opportunities 
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offered through role requirements, participation and legitimisation. 
Hence, access to learning opportunities may be significant to the 
development and practice of social roles (Lave & Wenger, 1991) such 
as leadership. 

Prominently associated with legitimacy and learning pathways are 
the development and institutionalisation of multiple identities relevant 
and salient to different contexts. For example, Brown and Duguid 
(1991) argue that situated learning is ‘best understood in terms of the 
communities being formed or joined and personal identities being 
changed. The central issue in learning is becoming a practitioner, not 
learning about practice’ (1991: 48; emphasis in text). 

Identity – learning to ‘become’

Although there is a vast volume of literature on identity (a review of 
which is succinctly provided by Collinson, 2003, that builds upon 
Jenkins, 1996) there is limited explicit empirical research on processes 
shaping identity construction. Collinson (2003) argues that influences 
on self-identity have changed. Previous notable influences were religion 
and family and these have been replaced by such influences as achieve-
ment, the success ethic, materialism and career success (2003: 530). 
Collinson (2003) draws attention to the influence of organisations in 
the development of identities. Similar to Collinson, the work of Markus 
and Nurius (1986) explores professional socialisation processes. Their 
work provides an insight into identity construction where individuals, 
through contact with others, create ‘possible-selves’: temporary identi-
ties that are tried out and compared to others and used to explore and 
refine the identity an individual might become. 

Accordingly, the focus of identity in this chapter, and throughout the 
study, is towards an understanding of literature associated with learn-
ing to become an identity and how such an identity is forged within 
particular situations as a consequence of lived experience. Processes of 
identity construction will be developed within Chapters 7 and 8, but 
the key elements examined here are the focus on ‘becoming’ (Tsoukas & 
Chia, 2002) and a sense of ‘provisional-identities’ (Ricoeur, 1992; Ezzy, 
1998; Ibarra, 1999). Identity construction is thus seen as a fluid dynam-
ic process that interconnects an individual’s past (lived experience) with 
both their present identity and future aspirational identity – hence the 
‘provisional’ notion of identities.

Lave and Wenger (1991) argue that learning involves the whole 
person in a relationship with activities and social communities, as 
‘a participant, a member, a kind of person’ (1991: 53). An identity is 
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seen as linked to social relations as well as skills and competence. It is 
an  enactment between an individual and groups in society ‘where the 
person is defined by, as well as defines, these relationships’ (1991: 53). 
Social interaction, and arguably social existence, depends on people 
knowing who they are in order to be able to know what they should 
think and do. Knowing who others are allows people to anticipate and 
interact, enabling societal structures to develop that in turn shape iden-
tities (Hogg & Vaughnan, 2002); as for example, with the social structure 
of leader–follower identities and relationships within particular con-
texts. The concept of identity serves as a pivot between the social and 
the individual with the duality of self and social identities (Tajfel, 1974) 
acting as interplay in the process of identity creation (Mead, 1934; 
Blumer, 1969; Wenger, 1998).

Wenger (1998) argues that identity and practice are interconnected 
and inform on each other in continual reciprocity. For instance, an 
individual would identify themselves as a leader through their experi-
ence of leading and receiving feedback on their competence through 
various sources that affirms this competence and identity of this role 
(Hollander, 1979). Yet this experience of leading is within particular 
communities. Such a community has its own understanding and prac-
tice of leadership, where individuals learn certain ways of leading as 
well as learning what leading means in this community. A leader thus 
draws upon both their identity and their practice to lead in a particular 
community. 

As an individual participates in practice and constructs an identity 
within that community, so meaning and practice is developed that is 
shared within specific communities that become part of a particular 
identity. For instance, a manager may hold a position of authority 
but the meaning and practice of that authority has been established 
through historic practice within a specific community. Such meaning 
and practice is continually under constant flux and renegotiation as a 
result of new membership, as well as the influence of interconnected 
communities in which individuals participate. 

An individual is seen to participate in numerous situations and forms 
multiple identities and these are learnt for social use in different situa-
tions (Gergen, 1971; Srull & Wyer, 1989; Wenger, 1998). For example, an 
individual may identify himself as father and younger brother, where in 
the former he perceives a dominant identity and in the latter a submissive 
identity. When situations recur they act as stimuli to conceptions learnt 
in the past and old identities may re-emerge (Higgins, 1987) – such as 
with family gatherings. Tensions exist for individuals through conscious 
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awareness of inconsistency of identity at the same time. An example of 
mixing contexts and identities reflects a situation of taking children to 
the parent’s place of work where both the parent and the child experience 
identity confusion. The management of such multiple identities appears 
to be a learnt process (Wenger, 1998) where an individual recognises 
contexts that generate identity inconsistency and seeks to manage such 
inconsistency. 

The temporal notion of an identity forged from past experiences and 
linked to future expectations fashions the respective provisional iden-
tity that is continually in flux (Markus & Nurius, 1986; Ibarra, 1999). 
This temporary and fluid perspective to identities is most central to this 
study, particularly associated with an aspired sense of becoming a leader 
and as such, is a foundational perspective that will be utilised in the 
discussion in Chapter 8. Most prominent and pertinent to this study is 
the empirical work of Ibarra (1999).

Ibarra (1999) undertook qualitative research in the form of inter-
viewing 34 professional consultants and identified the dominance of 
observational learning and experimenting in the process of identity 
development. Ibarra proposed the term ‘provisional-selves’ to describe 
a process of refinement of repertoires, moving from role prototyping, 
through discovering what constitutes credible role performance, to 
identity matching with notable people who are compared to themselves 
in their contexts (Ibarra, 1999; similar ideas on identity and context in 
McGuire, 1984). 

Becoming an identity

Examining the notion of ‘possible-selves’, Yost et al. suggested that 
‘we lack an understanding of how the self becomes’ (1992: 110). Ibarra 
argues that the process of developing repertoires, through continual 
interaction of observation, experimentation and evaluation, both inter-
nally and externally, provide an explanation of how the self ‘becomes’ 
(1999: 110). The notion of how the self ‘becomes’ has recently, and 
influentially, been endorsed by Mischel (2004) who argues that the 
personality of an individual is represented as a set of ‘behavioural sig-
natories’ that have tendencies to shape behaviour to suit recognised 
environmental situations. These ‘signatories’ are representations of the 
self as an identity, drawn from memory recall of feelings, expectations, 
beliefs associated with people and past events.

Ibarra (1999) connects observation and experimentation as key 
processes of identity construction and that exposure to a broad 
range of notables in a variety of contexts extends the richness of 
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 repertoires. This point will be significantly developed under contextual 
 comparisons between owner-managers and the employed managers in 
Chapter 7 and in Chapter 8 exploring contextual variation.1 

The work of Hill (2003) examined processes of becoming a manager.2 
She identified that junior managers moved towards a new identity as 
a generalist manager and ‘changed their perception of themselves and 
the world around them. They began to act like a manager; they began 
to become a manager’ (2003: 84). The notion of becoming (Tsoukas & 
Chia, 2002) and aspiring to become the social identity of a leader is 
similarly addressed by Wenger (1998). Wenger sees identity as a central 
feature of situated learning, where individuals invest themselves in a 
community’s activities and mutual relationships, through legitimate 
participation that generates meaning and an embedded identity recog-
nised by themselves and others (1998: 97). Wenger describes modes of 
belonging that encompass the process of identity formation through: 
involvement and engagement; imagination connecting experience with 
expectation; and alignment of activities to ‘become part of something’ 
(1998: 179). The trajectory and legitimacy of career pathways provide 
opportunities for individuals to belong and become identities that 
are supported by others in the particular communities in which they 
participate (Lave & Wenger, 1991).

The notion of plurality of identities implies a need for an individual 
to make sense of a number of possible leader identities that they could 
become. The transition from one identity to another has been argued to 
be an evolutionary process of integrating lived experience with prospec-
tive anticipations within current situations (Ezzy, 1998). Ezzy utilised 
the work of Paul Ricoeur (1992) to persuasively argue that identity is 
constructed by an individual reflecting on themselves and others, where 
the individual sees themselves as an ‘imaginary other emplotted in a 
situation with others’ (1998: 245).

Identity is a not a fixed phenomenon or one that is acquired and then 
perhaps discarded. Rather identities emerge in response to the situation 
in which someone is ‘emplotted’ and, through interaction, become 
developed. Further, people have multiple identities that come to the 
fore in response to circumstances, and an individual learns how to 
manage such identities. The learning process to become is thus centrally 
affected by the situation, and interactions with people. The potential 
number of identities we could become is vast. However, this is not the 
case as, from the countless social interactions in our daily lives, certain 
phenomena become more salient and such salience directs our atten-
tion towards particular identities. 
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Salience of identities

There are potentially too many multiple identities ‘and man is simply 
not capable of mentally juggling his entire repertoire of concepts at any 
one instant’ (Gergen, 1971: 31). Gergen (1971) suggests that the sali-
ence of an identity relates to:

The amount of learning and association with an identity: such an 
example is gender classification to a person.
Identity association with situations acts as stimuli to recall learn-
ing and become that identity; different identities related to specific 
contexts. Using my-self as an example: a father with my children, a 
son at my parents’ home, a partner at my own home and a lecturer 
at work.
The value of an identity to an individual.

The degree to which identities become highly salient is seen to be asso-
ciated with situational accessibility where an identity is highly valued 
and occurs frequently (Hogg & Terry, 2000): ‘Individuals tend to choose 
activities congruent with salient aspects of their identities’ (Ashforth 
& Mael, 1989: 25). The dominance of motivation to the salience of an 
identity can create self-identities that become the person in situations 
where the identity is not salient. For example, a teacher may continue 
to see himself/herself as a teacher in other social settings as the sali-
ence of the identity is so strong to the person. In essence, the salience 
of an identity may become the person as a result of intense belonging 
and identification (Wenger, 1998). Such intense belonging and invest-
ment into becoming an identity is wonderfully encapsulated within the 
following:

That stiff and formal manner into which the young teacher com-
presses himself every morning when he puts on his collar … The 
didactic manner, the authoritative manner, the flat assured tones of 
voice that go with them, are bred in the teacher by his dealings in 
the classroom … and these traits are carried over by the teacher into 
his personal relations. 

(Waller, 1932; in Gergen, 1971: 55)

The strength and salience of identities within particular ongoing 
contexts can appear to dominate an individual’s personal and social 
identity and create stable selves. However, identity is seen to be highly 

•

•

•
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malleable and dynamic (Markus & Nurius, 1986; Ezzy, 1998; Ibarra, 
1999) and attention needs to be focused on context specific selves and 
the maturity or trajectory (Lave & Wenger, 1991) of identity construction 
in particular situations (Linville, 1987). 

The notion of salience of identity shaped through concepts of 
situated learning and an individual’s pathway of participation will be 
argued to be most significant to leadership learning. Salience of par-
ticular identities and processes shaping both identity construction and 
conceived approaches to leading are embedded in lived experience. 
Yet lived experience is itself subject to cognitive processes that distort 
and bias interpretation of such experience, to affirm identification and 
self-efficacy of leading.

Knowledge construction through processes of social cognition

Social Cognition:
Schemas, memory

and tacit knowledge

In this section I will briefly touch on aspects of knowledge construction 
to help inform the examination of the lived experience of leadership 
learning. The application of aspects of social cognition in the field of 
leadership studies is limited, and severely limited in understanding lead-
ership learning. (Useful in this respect is the work of Lord and colleagues: 
Engle & Lord, 1997; Hanges et al., 2000; Lord & Emrich, 2001; Lord et 
al., 2001.) Lord et al. argue that although ‘the body of cognitive and 
social-cognitive research is quite compelling this has not been verified in 
the leadership domain’ (2001: 16).3 The aspects considered useful to aid 
this study are: knowledge structures, memory and tacit knowledge. 

Schemas – knowledge structures

In order to sustain rapid information processing, perceptions of the 
world are categorised and generalised as prototypical for a particular 
phenomenon. Subsequent contact with the same phenomenon is 
interpreted in light of earlier information processing (Mischel, 1973; 
Walsh, 1995; Hogg & Vaughan, 2002). However, for a phenomenon of 
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greater salience or familiarity shaped by numerous experiences, under-
standing is reinterpreted creating nuances of interpretation (Smith 
& Zarate, 1992). For example, the greater the salience of leadership 
linked to numerous experiences, a greater depth of understanding and 
interpretation is argued to develop – this issue will become a signifi-
cant aspect when employed and self-employed manager’s conceptions 
of leadership and their respective lived experiences of leadership are 
compared in Chapter 7. When a phenomenon is categorised, a schema 
or knowledge structure is created that ‘represents organised knowledge 
about a given concept’ (Fiske & Taylor, 1991: 149). Such interpretation 
is processed from the knowledge structure in one of the two ways:

‘Top-down’ or theory driven, where past experiences in similar cir-
cumstances guide information processing and affects encoding and 
inferences about new information (Walsh, 1995). For example, a 
follower may interpret a leaders behaviour through the assumption 
‘that all leaders are the same’.
‘Bottom-up’ or data driven, where the current information and the 
context guides and shapes interpretation, and is likely to reconfigure 
the schematic structure to be available for later top-down informa-
tion processing (Walsh, 1995).

The need for efficiency and limited individual capacity to attend to the 
array of phenomena requiring information processing, leads invariably 
to the dominance of the top-down theory driven process in all but the 
most novel situations (Louis & Sutton, 1991). Schemas are argued to 
enable interpretation of a phenomenon beyond the information pre-
sented (Catrambone & Markus, 1987). Although such interpretation is 
efficient and often highly effective, there is also the significant danger 
that schemas can limit an individual’s ability to understand situations 
through inferring data by ‘filling in the gaps’ (Gioia, 1986: 346) and 
can lead to ‘impoverished views of the world’ (Weick, 1979: 68): ‘The 
paradox, then, is that schematic information processing can be at once 
enabling and crippling’ (Walsh, 1995: 282).

A cautionary comment is to stress that understanding of knowledge 
development is incomplete and it is argued that few theorists under-
stand how such structures are formed, other than to suggest that:

Schemas are formed by experience (Neisser, 1976, 1982). 
Developed through continual exposure to information about a par-
ticular phenomenon (Neisser, 1976, 1982; Lurgio & Carroll, 1985).

•

•

•
•
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Individuals who have well-developed schema are able to assess par-
ticular situations more reliably and predictably (Neisser, 1976, 1982; 
Smither & Reilly, 1989).
Greater self-awareness and self-induced reflection is seen to be associ-
ated with schema change (Neisser, 1976, 1982; Millar & Tesser, 1986; 
Walsh, 1995).

Of particular interest for this study is the development of schema 
knowledge structures related to managers’ categorisation and percep-
tion of learning stimuli, which has led to their understanding of lead-
ership. There is a distinct and interrelated relationship between social 
identity (Tajfel, 1974) and social cognition (Turner, 1985) through 
self-categorisation where an individual develops ‘prototypical’ 
generalisation of himself/herself related to others (Hogg & Terry, 2000: 
123): ‘I’m a leader by comparison to others in particular situations.’ 
Self-categorisation suggests that people generate identity prototypes, 
rather than seeking to recall people as individuals. They then cat-
egorise themselves against these prototypes (ibid.). For example, 
leadership could be seen by an individual as a depersonalised sym-
bolic prototype formed from memories and experiences of a range of 
significant people. 

Such self-categorisation and schema development of leadership are 
argued to be stored in the memory and are constructed, maintained 
and modified by contact with the immediate or more enduring social 
context (Fiske & Taylor, 1991; Hogg & Terry, 2000). This suggests that 
knowledge development is greatly enhanced by contextual variety of 
learning stimuli, such as a bad boss or working in a new organisation. 

Dynamism of memory

The interactive functioning of memory is seen, from the perspective of 
social cognition, to be sensitised to the external environment through 
sensory perception, which brings into focus information that requires 
purposeful attention. As individuals we ‘must be parsimonious about 
what we see and hear … or risk being quickly overwhelmed by the 
flood of inputs’ (Wofford & Goodwin, 1994: 263). It is thus argued that 
information is sought that is consistent with what ‘we know’ and what 
‘we expect’ and therefore we tend to,

neglect information for which we have no experience or that is 
contradictory to our beliefs … what we already know exerts a strong 
influence on what we take in and remember. In short, memory is a 

•

•
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constantly integrative and reconstructive process … our past is not 
maintained as a historical record but undergoes change as we do.4

(1994: 266)

Memory appears to most readily recall episodes or events which reflect 
the following criteria (drawn from the work of: White, 1982; Neisser, 
1982; Stewart et al., 1982; Pillemer et al., 1986; Srull & Wyer, 1989):

Events are more readily recalled if they are novel and rare.
There is some form of emotional significance to the event.
Life transitions as novel, emotional and relatively unique events 
causing major adaptations to cognitive structures (Levinson, 1978; 
Mezirow, 1985).
Nouns (particularly people) are recalled more readily than verb-oriented 
descriptive events. 

The above characteristics identify critical incidents as being central to 
memory and the recall capability of critical incidents can be seen to be 
associated with the significance of the event to an individual. In the 
context of this study, a manager’s understanding of how to lead would 
be oriented to events and people, early career experiences, good and 
bad bosses, emotionally significant hardships and successes. It will be 
argued in the book that these aspects have a disproportionate influence 
on formative leadership learning.

An aspect of the memory known as ‘procedural’ memory relates to 
‘knowing how’ to do something (Srull & Wyer, 1989; Walsh, 1995; Hogg 
& Terry, 2000) and can be seen to closely relate to notions of apprentice-
ship and the development of practice. The development of procedural 
memory also gives an insight into the development of tacit knowledge – 
that which we know but cannot tell (Polyani, 1966). In a sense the 
increasing depth of procedural memory through continual participative 
interaction increases unconscious know-how that becomes increasingly 
difficult to communicate with the depth and complexity of procedural 
experience. Our ability to draw out procedural memory and describe 
this to someone is very limited. 

Tacit knowledge

In Chapter 4 on leadership development, it will be argued that acciden-
tal and informal learning about leadership occurs predominately uncon-
sciously (Burgoyne & Hodgson, 1983; Marserick, 1988; Marserick & 
Watkins, 1990); such learning and knowledge acquisition can be seen 

•
•
•

•
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as procedural absorption of everyday activities. A person may have 
been socialised into the norms of an organisation without being aware 
of either learning or the norms that have been learnt. An individual is 
thus unaware until, through some form of intervention they are made 
aware (Raelin, 1997; Eraut, 2000), ‘people may not know that they 
have knowledge on a particular phenomenon as it resists articulation’ 
(Armstrong & Mahmud, 2008: 189).5 In this sense, it is most under-
standable that managers in this study, at the beginning of the interview, 
repeatedly said that they must be born with leadership skills. By the end 
of the interview they were surprised at how much they had learnt but 
had not been aware. 

Armstrong and Mahmud persuasively argue that tacit knowledge can 
be studied but ‘the relationship between experience and the acquisition 
of tacit knowledge has never been fully established’ (2008: 201). Their 
study shows the importance of context and roles, and not the duration 
of experience. They go on to assert:

Most learning to manage occurs on the job in tacit, culturally embed-
ded ways through peoples work practices within organizations. How 
then can management educators substitute for such learning when 
formal education programs continue to separate learning from prac-
tice? … On the basis that the present study confirmed the context-
dependent nature of tacit knowledge these approaches [learning 
through participation in social practice] may benefit from more 
deliberate attempts to closely match learning experiences with situa-
tions that are consonant with the specific management context. 

(2008: 201)

Of importance to this study is the significance of tacit knowledge to the 
development of leadership practice and as a corollary that such learnt 
practice is not likely to be capable of immediate recall. 

Summary

This section has provided an argument and justification for a focus 
on events to help elucidate learning of leadership practices due to 
the anticipated way the memory functions: managers would be more 
likely to recall significant, novel and emotional formative events of 
leadership learning than routinised and socialised learning episodes. 
Nevertheless the routine and socialised aspects of lived experience, 
captured in the procedural memory, greatly informs on tacit knowledge 
and subsequent shaping of leadership practice. However, managers are 
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not likely to be able to recount and evidence such learning. The notion 
of situated learning very much encapsulates tacit absorption of learning 
and provides a useful framework to help reveal the tacit knowledge of 
leadership practice. The final lenses through which such tacit knowl-
edge of leadership practice has been acquired, and thus can be partially 
revealed, are through processes of ‘social learning’. 

Social learning theory

Social learning:
Self-efficacy and

observation

The notion of social learning theory is drawn from the field of social 
psychology and in particular social cognition. Social learning theory 
is seen to be associated with ‘how thoughts, feelings and behaviour of 
individuals are influenced by others’ (Hogg & Vaughan, 2002: 2) and 
how cognitive processes construct their subjective reality of social phe-
nomena (Fiedler & Bless, 2002). Social learning theory (Bandura, 1977, 
1986, 1997) not only draws from, and connects with, key principles of 
social cognition but also can be seen to engage with situated learning 
as follows:

The focus is on social phenomena and the nature (process) of the 
relationship of social phenomena to the perceiver.
The roles of self and social identity are formed in relationship to 
social phenomena in particular contexts.
Individuals construct social phenomena from direct experience, 
indirect from observation or inferred symbolic cues drawn from 
memory.
The above characteristics create a bias in social phenomena concep-
tion.

In many respects Bandura’s work is most informative to the purpose of 
this study seeking to reveal underlying influences on leadership learn-
ing. Two salient elements of social learning theory will be examined: 
self-efficacy and observational learning.

•

•

•

•
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Self-efficacy – expected performance outcome

Social learning theory (Bandura, 1977, 1986, 1997) is argued to be 
centred on a fundamental triadic reciprocity and exchange between 
behaviour, cognition and environmental events:

The relative influence exerted by the three sets of interacting factors 
will vary for different activities, different individuals and different 
circumstances. 

(1986: 24)

This triadic interrelationship of cognition, behaviour and environment 
generates, for an individual, the notion of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977, 
1986, 1997; Wood & Bandura, 1989), described as ‘people’s judgments 
of their capabilities to organise and execute courses of action required 
to attain designated types of performances’ (1989: 391). 

Self-efficacy is a significant link between thought and action. In the 
context of this study it provides a link between lived experience and 
the interpretation a manager makes of experience to form judgments, 
or beliefs or expectations in his or her capability to accomplish a certain 
level of performance of leading in a particular context. An individual 
manager’s self-efficacy of leading might be seen to be shaped by both 
pre-organisational experiences and notably their organisational career. 
Chapters 7 and 8 will explore, in detail, the impact of the variety of 
lived experiences of leadership and consequential self-efficacy beliefs of 
leading. Here I will describe the mechanics by which self-efficacy oper-
ates and the implications of self-efficacy on leadership learning. 

Individual self-efficacy arises from direct and mediated experiences 
(Bandura, 1977) and has the effect of shaping behaviour by anticipated 
performance capability; associated with such performance capability is 
the value of the outcomes sought. Activities that are valued and desired 
are weighed against the person’s ability to achieve them. If perceived as 
important, the person may invest effort to improve capability and thus 
enhance self-efficacy, and continue to invest himself/herself to this val-
ued outcome. If the outcome of say, becoming a leader, is of low value 
or the cost is too high, there is limited investment to raising self-efficacy 
expectations of learning how to lead in an organisational context. 

It has been argued earlier in this chapter that through situated learn-
ing and participation of practice, both salience of leadership and iden-
tification with leadership could distort encoding and interpretation of 
the environment by a manager’s focus on learning leadership over and 
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above other phenomena. As a consequence of the perceived value of 
leadership, their capability of performance at leading becomes signifi-
cant. Thus an interpretation of Bandura’s concept of self-efficacy (1977, 
later expanded in 1986 and 1997) is that the valued activities are those 
that we seek to improve our capability at performing. Equally activities 
which we are good at, and which we attribute value to, we may identify 
with. Those activities which we do not value and identify with may, as a 
consequence, have low self-efficacy. A personal example is given to help 
illustrate this important point. I play tennis but my value on tennis is 
low, although I enjoy playing at a club level. My self-efficacy is limited 
and I identify myself as an ‘average club player’ with many weaknesses. 
However, as a lecturer and researcher on leadership the role is most 
salient and it is not personally acceptable to have low self-efficacy; 
as a consequence I’m most conscious towards responding to direct and 
observed experiences to enhance capability in the desire to become a 
‘better teacher’. The notion of an interrelationship between salience, 
identity and self-efficacy is significant to this study and is prominently 
developed in Chapter 8.

Societal influence can create a distortion to self-efficacy beliefs. For 
example, Betz and Voyten (1997) argued that self-efficacy of career 
expectations and gender is interrelated. For example, young women 
were seen to have low self-efficacy expectations of non-standard careers 
in such fields as management – the work of Betz and Voyten (1997) is 
developed in Chapter 8 through an examination of gender influences 
on leadership learning of women managers. 

Bandura (1986) argues that self-efficacy can greatly influence the way 
an individual interprets situations and anticipated outcomes based on 
their lived experience. However, such interpretation is anchored in con-
textualised social learning where past experiences and current concep-
tions shape the ongoing interpretation of situations and performance 
expectations. 

Baudura (1986) constructs self-efficacy from four sources:

Direct experience – personal enactment of leading reflected as learning 
by doing. 
Vicarious, observed experience – comparison through modelling of others 
performance.
Verbal persuasion – examples of which are instructions, coaching or 
feedback.
Emotional arousal – hardships and low confidence have the effect of 
lowering self-efficacy.

•

•

•

•
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The dominant sources of self-efficacy are direct experience and obser-
vation and, as a result of experience, are relatively inflexible over the 
short-term. If self-efficacy is central to leadership learning then there 
is the potential for significant policy issues associated with modifying 
self-efficacy expectations over the short-term – developed in Chapter 9. 
Seeking to modify the above sources and enhance self-efficacy is argu-
ably problematic due to the triadic nature of self-efficacy formed around 
environment, cognition and behaviour. For example: 

To succeed at easy tasks provides no new information for altering 
ones sense of self-efficacy, whereas mastery of challenging tasks 
conveys salient evidence of enhanced competence. 

(Bandura, 1977: 201)

Using an example from leadership development, an easy task might 
reflect an intervention in the form of experiential exercises of leading 
a group through a ‘spiders web’. The context may be considered too 
simplistic to provide evidence for altering a manager’s self-efficacy. 
However, if the exercise is utilised as a vehicle for reflection to draw out 
fundamental issues of behaviour based on lived experience, this may 
be considered by the manager as a metaphor and enable learning and 
possible enhanced self-efficacy. Belling, James and Ladkin (2004) have 
developed arguments for such use of experiential exercises in such a 
manner, although they do not relate this explicitly to self-efficacy.

In many ways the issues of challenge and the development of self-
efficacy relates to the work of Davies and Easterby-Smith (1984) who 
illustrated that managers learnt how to manage and lead through a 
variety of experiences and responsibilities from a number of varying 
contexts: the greater the authentic challenges to leadership learning, 
the greater the likelihood of a manager enhancing self-efficacy.

In a similar way, the greater the variety of notable people encountered 
in a manager’s lived experience the greater the likelihood of enhanc-
ing self-efficacy. The final part of this chapter on learning focuses on 
observational learning as it draws together many aspects of the chapter 
and will become most central to the arguments of this study on how 
managers learn how to lead.

Observational learning

Bandura (1986) argues that one of the key cognitive capabilities of 
individuals is their ability to learn vicariously. Unlike learning through 
experience of action, which has been described earlier, there is a 
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dearth of research specifically oriented towards observational learning 
(Anderson & Cole, 1990): 

Even though virtually no research has examined the possible role of 
significant other representations in general social perception, many 
theories of personality and behaviour have long proposed that men-
tal representations of significant others influence the ways in which 
people conceptualise. 

(1990: 385)

Through an understanding of observational learning an argument can 
be made that this is a central learning process that integrates many of 
the themes examined in this chapter, most prominently the symbolical 
nature of represented images of knowledge from notable people that 
shape social identity in the form of self-categorisation (Turner, 1985; 
Hogg, 2001). Salience of leadership identity is greatly influenced by 
notable people (Fiske & Taylor, 1984; Higgins & Bargh, 1987; Ibarra, 
1999) and depth of memory recall is significantly biased towards people 
(Ganellen & Carver, 1985). Observations of others are a central feature 
of participation within situated learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991).

Bandura (1986) posits that observational learning lays down the funda-
mental building blocks of knowledge refined through enactment in the 
world. It is a form of approximate learning, oriented around the generation 
of symbolic models and acts as ‘one of the most powerful means of trans-
mitting values, attitudes and patterns of thought and behaviour’ (1986: 47). 
Of importance to observational learning is not imitation, but rather,

in cultivating human competencies modeling imparts conceptions 
and rules for generating variant forms of behaviour to suit different 
purposes and circumstances. 

(Bandura, 1986: 48)

Additional to generating symbolised broad patterns of social knowl-
edge, observational learning can serve as social prompts to individuals 
to enact previous learning that may have been previously inhibited or 
is being induced to enact through salience (Anderson & Cole, 1990). 
A process of observational learning outlined by Bandura (1986) suggests 
four constituent processes:

Attention – what is being observed in the social world is influenced 
by conspicuousness and attractiveness, salience and perceived value, 

•
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preconceptions and prior knowledge. For example, ‘experienced 
people within a particular domain recognize fine differences that are 
indistinguishable to the untutored’ (1986: 53). 
Retention – observed activities are recalled in memory as ‘abstract 
symbols that act as representative guides’ (1986: 59). These appear to 
be most predominant in early formative learning from which learn-
ing becomes refined and contextually more specific. In particular, 
notable people are recalled for their difference in particular con-
texts, and such differences enable deepening self-categorisation to a 
particular identity (Anderson & Cole, 1990). 
Production – converting the symbolic conceptions into appropriate 
actions that match the circumstances. Formative observation leads 
to generative schemas applicable in a range of contexts (Bandura, 
1986; additionally argued in Medin, 1989; and amplified in Idson 
& Mischel, 2001) that become contextually refined through par-
ticipation and identification (similarly argued (from a very different 
perspective) by Wenger, 1998 within notions of communities of 
practice).
Motivation – people do not enact everything they observe, but rather 
recall and act upon observed learning when there are incentives 
to do so. In essence, people are more likely to attend to particular 
observed behaviour if it results in valued outcomes (Slife & Rychlak, 
1982). This motivational bias in attention and encoding is shaped 
through salience of observed people in particular contexts. 

These four attributes of attention, retention, production and motivation 
seem a useful framework for guiding the sense-making of observational 
leadership learning from notable people. Additionally, this framework 
can be extended by examining temporal and contextual perspectives 
using the work of Gibson (2003).

Gibson argues that there is little attention towards understanding 
the impact of notable others beyond childhood, adolescents and early 
stages of organisational socialisation (Gibson, 2003: 591). Gibson’s 
(2003) work (see also Gibson, 2004) has identified that the develop-
ment of self-concept and social identity is malleable through adult-
hood and continues to be shaped by social comparison through a 
variety of notable others. (Similar to the earlier work of Ibarra, 1999 as 
‘provisional-selves’.) Through studying how people select notable oth-
ers in their organisational context, and attach meaning to these people 
through different points in their organisational careers, Gibson (2003) 
suggests that people construe their notable others from a number of 

•

•

•
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dimensions: positive and negative; global and specific; close and dis-
tant; hierarchically superior, peer or subordinate. These dimensions 
vary between career stages. In early career, people were found to focus 
on notables to create their self-concept; in mid-career they seek models 
to refine their self-concept; while in later stages they seek out notables 
who affirm particular identities. 

Linking Gibson’s (2003) typology with Bandura’s (1986) four attributes 
provides two useful lenses through which to examine observational 
leadership learning. In essence, Gibson’s observations about learning 
through time or career can be seen to draw upon a number of dimen-
sions shaping observational learning. The work of Bandura (1986) has 
the potential to explore these temporal aspects and related dimensions 
in greater depth. 

Bandura (1977) returns time and again to the role of observational 
learning in generating representational symbols. He argues that human 
survival and change is partly the result of the human capability to learn 
vicariously through such symbolic generalised patterns. Observational 
learning, particularly of notable people, will become most central to the 
explanation of how managers learn to lead. 

Conclusion

The way in which a man conceives of himself will influence both 
what he chooses to do and what he expects from life. 

(Gergen, 1971: 2)

This statement captures the essence of their arguments within this 
chapter, which has sought to cohere broad areas of learning theory to 
be able to provide foundational insights into the process of leadership 
learning. From the orientation of social interaction, the concept of self 
is seen to be a major interdisciplinary link between the fields of  sociology 
and psychology (Gergen, 1971). This is of pivotal significance to the 
construction of this chapter on learning. It has been shown that rather 
than taking an individual or social perspective to learning, both fields of 
knowledge have been utilised to illustrate an integrative perspective. 

For example, situated learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Fox, 1997a) pro-
vides a glimpse towards an understanding of how tacit learning occurs 
and is shared between communities through participation. Within such 
participation an individual manager enacts activities reflecting experi-
ential learning (Kolb & Fry, 1975; Kolb, 1984) and through legitimised 
role enactment is able to observe and learn vicariously from others’ 
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behaviour (Bandura, 1986). Identities are fashioned out from such 
participation that is continually elaborated through social comparison 
and personal investment. Such investment of themselves into particu-
lar roles and identities can be similarly associated with salient oriented 
activities that are valued by both the individual and the community in 
which the role is enacted. Further, salience has been argued to shape 
perception and encoding of experience, and memory has been described 
as a malleable process reconfiguring experience to fit conceptualisation 
of phenomenon such as leadership and identity. The emphasis in this 
chapter has been on integrating learning literature to create an inter-
disciplinary perspective of learning in the social context, captured by 
Burgoyne as ‘a collective entity of individual–in–environment which 
adapts and develops as a mutuality, by a process of meaningful par-
ticipation’ (1995: 63). Thus an integrative view of an individual-centric 
psychological perspective and a sociological perspective will provide 
a central foundation to be applied to the case studies of Chapter 7 
in order to provide insight to the explanation of how managers learn 
to lead. 
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4
What Is Understood about Leadership 
Learning and Development?

The leadership development phenomenon

Many organisations view leadership as a source of competitive advan-
tage and have been investing in developing both the human and the 
social capital within their organisations (Conger, 1996; Drath, 1998; 
Moxley, 1998; Day, 2000). Leadership is seen as a key ingredient for 
future success, with e-business and capacity for change ranking lower 
(CIMA, 2000). The scale of investment into activities loosely described 
as leadership development has been highlighted in Chapter 1, and is 
estimated to be in the many billions of pounds. 

Yet there is a striking paradox to this growth in development train-
ing of leaders. Through the eighties and nineties, researchers (Davies 
& Easterby-Smith, 1984; Bennis & Nanus, 1985; McCall et al., 1988; 
Marserick, 1988; Cox, 1989; McCall, 1998) argued that the predominant 
development arena was informal, and accidental learning in action; 
the key development areas were seen to be stretching project assign-
ments, notable people and hardships (McCall et al., 1988). Processes 
of leadership learning and development appear to be through informal 
and unintended learning as part of the milieu of general societal and 
specific organisational experience; yet formal development programmes 
continue to be dominant in practice. Equally, there is another paradox 
in that while so much research has been undertaken in understanding 
the phenomenon and characteristics of leadership, there has been a 
relative dearth of explicit research into leadership development (Day, 
2000) and in particular whether these billions of pounds spent make 
any difference – what is the efficacy of leadership development? 

Associated with these equivocal issues and potentially magnifying 
confusion is the question as to whether management development is 

80
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different from leadership development, and whether leader development 
should be distinguished from leadership development (Day, 2000). 

In order to address these issues, this chapter is structured around the 
following themes:

Management, leader or leadership development? Defining and dis-
tinguishing between these three phenomena.
Formal leadership development: An exploration of literature that has 
shaped the dominant focus of activity on formal leadership develop-
ment.
Informal leadership learning: Illustrating the prominence of natu-
ralistic processes of leadership learning including childhood and 
organisational experiences. 
Emergent issues for understanding leadership learning and develop-
ment: Act of faith? Contextualisation? Education or training? Or per-
haps simply a ‘gift of divine grace’?
Conclusion: Sense of agreement towards the informal naturalistic 
processes shaping leadership learning and development. 

Progression through these themes creates a movement from explicit 
formal organised development interventions to implicit accidental 
learning and development through everyday experiences. The chapter 
concludes with the current emergent themes drawn from the discussion 
that  particularly highlight a dearth of discrete research on leadership 
 learning – hence the need for this study.

Management, leader or leadership development?

Despite considerable recent attention to the topic, management 
development may still be one of the most ill-defined and variously 
interpreted concepts in the management literature.

(Wexley & Baldwin, 1986: 277)

Such ill-definition reflects the relative dearth of literature on lead-
ership learning and development compared to other management 
subjects (Hall & Seibert, 1992; Yukl, 2001). The field of research, 
examined in this chapter, evolves around an acceptance that man-
agement and leadership development are seen to be synonymous. 
This conflation of management and leadership development will be 
shown to be prevalent and reflects a broad definition, for example, 
‘as the whole complex process by which individuals learn, grow and 

•

•

•

•

•

PPL-UK_HM-Kempster_Ch004.indd   81PPL-UK_HM-Kempster_Ch004.indd   81 1/12/2009   4:36:21 PM1/12/2009   4:36:21 PM



82  How Managers Have Learnt to Lead

improve their abilities to perform professional management tasks’ 
(Wexley & Baldwin, 1986: 277). 

The focus of organisational interventions for management develop-
ment typically centres on the individual, in the form of human capital, 
rather than seeking a broader development of social capital. Day (2000) 
explores this distinction and suggests that greater definitional clarity 
is required between leader development programmes as human capital 
and leadership development as social capital, and comments on current 
leader development as, 

occurring primarily through training individual, intrapersonal skills 
and abilities … these kinds of training approaches, however, ignore 
almost fifty years of research showing leadership to be a complex 
interaction between designated leader and the social and organisa-
tional environment. 

(2000: 583)

The view of leadership development as social capital is very much at 
the periphery of research activity and practitioner intervention. The 
overwhelming dominant model of leadership development assumes 
individual centrality and a desire to develop skills across a broad 
range of functional areas, such as budget management, planning 
systems, technical training, or strategic management. Much of this 
perspective accords with a transactional orientation to management 
and have only a limited focus on transformational leadership (Russell 
& Kuhnert, 1990; Lowe & Gardner, 2000). Leadership learning and 
development research follows and interprets management develop-
ment practice and reflects an ambiguous understanding of the nature 
of leadership, resulting in breadth, diversity and generality of founda-
tions (Barker, 2001). 

For purposes of clarity the differences between leader, leadership and 
management development need to be made explicit. I wish to argue 
that: 

Management development – aims at broad interventions to develop 
management and leadership approaches. 
Leader development – focuses on interventions to develop interper-
sonal leadership skills. 
Leadership development – explores the systemic context in which 
leaders and followers operate and seeks to intervene to enhance 
effectiveness.

•

•

•
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Leadership learning – examines how an individual has learnt leader-
ship; it may include interventions from the above activities and/or 
be naturalistic influences gained through lived experience, such as 
observing others or enacting leadership roles. 

However, the literature on leadership development does not fit neatly 
into the above definitions. For example, informal interventions such 
as mentor–mentee relationships are described as leadership develop-
ment; similarly, accidental learning through hardships is also labelled 
leadership development, even though no designed intervention 
occurred. 

This study on leadership learning specifically relates to the individual 
perspective, explicitly focusing on how a manager who is working in 
a large or a small organisation, relates to leadership and how or what 
influences have shaped his or her leadership practice. These may be for-
mal or informal interventions (leadership development), or naturalistic 
and emerging as unplanned influences occurring as part of everyday 
activities. 

The term leadership learning will be used throughout the book, but 
both leadership learning and leadership development will be used in 
this chapter to reflect the broad field in which the literature is located. 
Hence, the headings will use those meanings from where the research 
originates rather than transpose the working notion of leadership learn-
ing onto extant theory.

The key point to emphasise is that there is much confusion and lack 
of clarity around leadership development, leader development and 
management development. I argue that we need to become much clear-
er. It is an explicit intention of this book to develop a clear argument 
and explanation of leadership learning that may give greater clarity to 
these equivocal issues. 

Formal leadership development

It was argued by Schriesheim and Neider (1989) that leadership devel-
opment activity has become overly focused on two areas, and this 
remains similar today, namely: behavioural skills and awareness train-
ing that often incorporates behavioural psychology; and broad educa-
tion on management development that seeks development implicitly 
and in rather an emergent and anticipatory fashion, often incorporat-
ing functional skills. If we use these two areas as two dimensions we 

•
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can illustrate the variety of leadership development activities available 
in organisations:

Education Training

Functional skills Interpersonal behaviour

By combining these two continua, the following segmentation grid 
is proposed reflecting the dominant formal leadership development 
interventions, as shown in Figure 4.1.

Yukl (1989a) separates development from training; the former being 
embedded in organisational activities and the latter conducted during 
a defined time separate from organisational activity. However, such a 
distinction has become significantly blurred through experiential and 
action learning projects that interact with and within an organisational 
context. The elements shown in the grid have been identified to be 
predominant in usage (Saari et al., 1988; Rothwell & Kanzanas, 1994; 
Fulmer and Wagner, 1999; James & Burgoyne, 2001). Early manage-
ment development interventions were accentuated towards functional 
education and training (Wexley & Baldwin, 1986). For example, Wexley 
and Baldwin (1986) suggested that 85 per cent of American companies 
that engaged in leadership development activities used formal class-
room programmes, and this remains similar ten years on (American 
Society for Training and Development, 1995). However, in the UK over 
the last decade a shift has occurred from formal to informal develop-
ment (Burgoyne et al., 2004). 

Figure 4.1 Leadership development grid
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Criticism of broad education has centred on teaching individual man-
agers about management, rather than how to manage and that there is 
too little opportunity to learn about practice and become competent 
in behavioural skills (Pfeffer, 1977; Waters, 1980). Further, there are 
concerns about educational competency programmes being able to rep-
licate the competence of effective managers (Vaill, 1983); in particular 
whether trainers and educationalists can design and deliver competence 
training that replicates, and can be migrated into, the idiosyncratic con-
text of organisations (Bradford, 1983). 

A shift of foci has occurred that has seen a movement towards 
interpersonal behaviour within organisational contexts and particu-
larly within the context of daily activity and interaction (Day, 2000; 
Burgoyne et al., 2004). Such a movement has given greater emphasis 
to coaching, mentoring and role modelling behaviour. The current pat-
tern of best practice development has extenuated this shift from taught 
classroom-based activities to action learning, coaching and mentoring 
with an ever-increasing focus on competencies and ‘anywhere any time’ 
(James & Burgoyne, 2001: 9) organisationally focused learning, oriented 
towards and aligned with corporate strategy (Fulmer & Wagner, 1999; 
Burgoyne et al., 2004). 

In a review of corporate ‘best practice’ within management develop-
ment programmes, James and Burgoyne (2001) identified a range of 
published case examples of organisations that concentrated less on 
formal training and significantly more towards the development of the 
next generation of leaders through action learning projects and senior 
leaders teaching and mentoring (similarly echoed by Fulmer & Wagner, 
1999; Burgoyne et al., 2004). The effectiveness of these activities to 
the development of leadership is equivocal (Burgoyne et al., 2004). 
Burgoyne et al. comment that: 

[t]he large proportion of the literature and reports on management 
and leadership development is not, to any significant degree, evi-
dence based. Where it is, it is so in a relatively weak form … that 
which is done within organizations driven by their own policies and 
plans … gives us confidence to say that management and leadership 
development can have beneficial effects. 

(2004: 78–9)

In essence, Burgoyne et al. reflect the discussion of best practice inter-
vention that seeks to anchor effectiveness not necessarily into return 
on investment measures, but rather into measurement oriented towards 
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organisational needs, most prominently that associated with an organi-
sation’s strategy (Fulmer & Wagner, 1999; James & Burgoyne, 2001; 
Ready & Conger, 2003). In contrast, an emphasis that formal manage-
ment development is a good thing is argued by Watson and Wyatt 
(2000): 

Establishing formal programmes to develop leadership at all levels is 
a priority … the more companies do to develop leaders, the greater 
their financial success on shareholder return, growth in net income, 
growth in market sales and return on sales. 

(Watson & Wyatt, 2000 in James & Burgoyne, 2001: 16)

Bass (1990) expressed an unequivocal view that effectiveness has been 
shown through citing a comprehensive review of published research 
on leadership training (Latham, 1988) and argues that Latham’s review 
substantiates the efficacy of leadership training. Support for effective-
ness of leadership training is associated with particular theories of lead-
ership where training evaluation is measured against specific criteria 
of the respective theory (for example, Blake & Mouton, 1982; Bass & 
Avolio, 1989). 

However, each of these approaches represents a rather narrow com-
ponent of the phenomenon of leadership (Wexley & Baldwin, 1986) 
and improved managerial effectiveness may relate to improved inter-
personal skills rather than the use of the respective leadership model 
(Yukl, 1998). For example, Ready and Conger (2003) cite an organisa-
tion that: 

offers a new leadership training program approximately every two 
years based on a current best-selling book. The programs to date 
include training experiences designed on the basis of well-known 
books by respected researchers, such as Stephen Covey’s ‘The 
Seven Habits of Highly Effective People’, Peter Senge’s ‘The Fifth 
Discipline’ … and Daniel Goleman’s ‘Emotional Intelligence’. 

(2003: 85)

Overgeneralisation of perceived successful leadership development reci-
pes to complex local contexts calls into question the efficacy of such 
formal training interventions. Hoffman commented that:

[g]iven the value and costs of management development activities it 
is unsettling that so little evaluative evidence exists and that so many 
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people question whether these efforts do anything to upgrade actual 
managerial performance. 

(1985: 34)

Over a decade later Yukl (1998) also questions the efficacy of training 
approaches to developing leadership: 

Despite the massive volume of leadership training that occurs there 
has been relatively little research on its effectiveness … More research 
is required of different training techniques for different types of lead-
ership skills and behaviour. 

 (1998: 490)

Day (2000) goes further and argues that leadership development 
practice, including both training and education foci on skills and 
behaviours, has failed to recognise research that shows leadership to 
be ‘a complex interaction between designated leader and the social 
and organisational environment’ (2000: 583). Over the last 20 years, 
the process perspective of leadership has led to a reconceptualisation 
of leadership development. From this perspective, Day (2000) suggests 
that leadership development should be seen from the two intercon-
nected perspectives of human capital and social capital. Day advocates 
that the traditional formal models of coaching, mentoring, 360-degree 
feedback and role modelling need to be moved from a perspective 
that: 

development occurs through specifically designed programmes. … 
Instead it is a continuous process that can take place anywhere. … 
It means helping people to learn from their work rather than taking 
them away from their work to learn. 

(2000: 586)

Barker (1997) suggests that formal leadership development should 
focus significantly less on training and more on development and 
education. He advocates that development is a blend of cognitive and 
emotional integration that influences self-motivation, self-direction 
and self-identity. Formal development activity should draw these out 
of individuals in order to develop self-control through integration with 
their motivations and the wants and needs of the group. Education 
places emphasis towards conscious awareness of social patterns that 
produce insights into knowledge, ideals and experiences that shape 
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individual and group beliefs and values, to enable collective integra-
tion into collective goals. 

It is to this last point that the central focus of this chapter is oriented. 
Leadership learning and development is much more than the develop-
ment of individual skills through training and education – described 
in Chapter 3 by Fox (1997a) as decontextualised knowledge. It is 
prominently an emergent and socially developed understanding that 
an individual acquires within a context or system (in the form of con-
textualised learning as advocated by Lave & Wenger, 1991). Chapter 3 
described such learning as situated and naturalistic. The next section 
clarifies what is known about such naturalistic influences on leadership 
learning and development. 

Informal leadership learning

Informal leadership learning can be described as development through 
experiences where managers learn, grow and undergo personal change 
as a result of the roles, responsibilities and tasks encountered in their 
jobs (McCauley & Brutus, 1998), and so reflect emergent and accidental 
events rather than a deliberate and consciously planned approach to 
development. A significant group of researchers have identified that 
leadership and management development occur primarily through 
developmental experiences and relationships. These researchers have 
not sought to distinguish between leadership and management. As a 
consequence the review of extant informal management development 
literature will draw insights interpreted to be related to leadership 
learning. 

Formative childhood development

The impact of relationships and experiences occur at a very young age, 
shaped by parents and teachers. From a relational perspective, parents 
act as role models (Anderson, 1943) providing value standards, such as 
work ethic (Bass, 1990) or the value of education (Gibbons, 1986). The 
influence of, and relationship with, a strong maternal authority was seen 
to be influential (Bass, 1990). For example, research on 30 CEOs, selected 
because of their business success, were found to have strong parental role 
models; again in most instances these role models were their mothers 
(Piotrowski & Armstrong, 1987). Children who were in leadership roles 
in teams appeared to be associated with parents who set high standards 
and had achievement expectations linked to discipline accompanied 
with parental warmth (Klonsky, 1983). Within the family environment, 
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children’s participation in decisions has been seen to stimulate a child 
to be more active, socially outgoing, intelligent, curious, original and 
constructive; in larger families social cooperativeness is developed along 
with an ability to work towards a group goal (Bass, 1990).

Cox and Cooper (1989) identified, in their study of 45 chief execu-
tives in the UK, that a common feature of their sample was the affect 
of childhood experiences on the level of independence and an ability 
to rely on one’s own resources. A similar and related earlier finding 
of ambition and social direction was seen to be significant to leaders 
who had experienced high quality family relationships (Bass, 1960). In 
a study by Jennings (1943) it was identified that people in leadership 
roles identified themselves with a member of their family whom they 
described as sociable, reliable and encouraging. Non-leaders identified 
themselves with family members who expressed discouragement, anxi-
ety and worry. Childhood and adolescent experiences, represented as 
favourable family conditions, were also seen to be significant in the 
Piotrowski and Armstrong (1987) study and a link has been suggested 
between childhood responsibility and respect from elders with the 
notion of charismatic leadership (Hall, 1983). Leadership is more likely 
to be displayed by ‘school-boys’ in which the parental environment 
grants high levels of responsibility and independence (Hoffman et al., 
1960), often illustrated by the eldest sibling given responsibility for 
younger siblings. A family environment which is risk adverse and which 
restricts opportunities to experiment commensurate with a child’s 
maturity, can restrict development and may be exhibited in adults as 
carelessness, overconfidence and limited social skills that would have 
otherwise been learnt through experimenting in social situations (Bass, 
1990). Jones, quoting Freud, sums up the relational role model thus: 

A man who has been the indisputable favourite of his mother keeps 
for life the feeling of conqueror, that confidence of success that often 
induces real success. 

(1953: 5)

The influence of parents as role models and the environmental experi-
ences shaping a child’s development appear to provide interesting clues 
to the early development of leaders’ attitudes and skills within social 
situations. Certainly the leadership development process may begin 
at a very early age and the pattern and ability to learn from both rela-
tionships and developmental experiences is forged at a time when the 
effects cannot be easily traced to the causes. 
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What is perhaps most striking is the role of parents in socially con-
structing implicit theories of leadership in terms of traits, values, skills 
and attitudes that reflect broad cultural, as well as idiosyncratic, family-
oriented features – see Chapter 2 for a discussion on ‘implicit theories’ 
of leadership. 

Educational context of informal leadership learning

The impact of relationships and developmental experiences can be seen 
to be continued from the parental context into the educational envi-
ronment, in the form of teachers extending the development process 
as well as reinforcing children and adolescents’ understanding of the 
leadership phenomenon. Bass (1990) identified the above socially con-
structed development process as being explicit in the system of public 
schools in producing leaders for the British Empire. However, the focus 
by Bass understates the cultural continuation of advantaged socio-
economic groups to create and sustain a leadership cadre and instead 
focuses on the formal development process. Gronn, for example, links 
education with ‘family socialisation of status, hierarchy and authority 
norms through intense peer socialization in boarding houses’ (1997: 4). 
Lapping (1985) describes an instilled class-conscious socialisation from 
family and schooling: ‘They were Plato’s guardians – a caste apart, bred 
and trained to be superior’ (1985: 811). 

This naturalistic development process arguably occurs in school con-
texts where teachers can be seen as ‘leaders’, establishing societal role 
model characteristics that embody notions of authority, power, disci-
pline and morality. The continuation of the development of implicit 
theories of leadership (Phillips & Lord, 1982) is first started with parents 
and arguably subsequently developed within the educational arena. 
There is very little published research on informal leadership learning 
and development through the education process. Literature on the 
parental development phenomenon may be extrapolated to the educa-
tional arena where teachers and notable head teachers may act as a sur-
rogate parent that reinforces both ‘implicit theories’ and the ‘romantic’ 
perspectives of leadership (Pfeifer, 1977b; Calder, 1977; Meindl et al., 
1985). 

Organisational context of informal leadership development

Significantly greater research focus has been placed on informal man-
agement development within an organisational context, particularly 
towards relationships and developmental experiences. However, such 
focus is relative to the volume of research on parental and educational 
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informal leadership development. If compared to general leadership 
research, attention has been limited in terms of numbers of research-
ers and publications (McCauley & Brutus, 1998). Most notably there 
is a particular dearth of research examining informal developmental 
processes within an organisational context that is explicit to learning 
leadership practice.

As introduced in Chapter 1, research into understanding informal 
management development in organisational contexts came to promi-
nence in the late seventies and early eighties through the related lit-
erature of a group of researchers (Burgoyne & Stuart, 1976; Burgoyne, 
1977; Burgoyne & Hodgson, 1983; and in particular Davies & Easterby-
Smith, 1984). The work of these researchers helped to establish interest 
in management and leadership learning experiences. Interestingly, at 
the same time descriptive studies seeking to understand the nature of 
management and leadership were being undertaken – such as the work 
of Mintzberg (1973), Kotter (1982, 1988), Bennis (1989) and latterly 
Watson (2001). 

Burgoyne and Stewart (1976) identified the significance of learn-
ing through experience and examined the learning and develop-
ment processes of managers within the context of their normal work 
and suggested processes associated with self-development that were 
anchored in experience. The contribution of Davies and Easterby-
Smith (1984) was to identify differential learning and development 
between managers drawn from their everyday work, and this differ-
entiation could be seen to be associated with organisational context. 
For example, managers reported greater development and learning in 
turbulent environments or in situations of establishing new roles with 
greater freedom of operation. Development was stronger for individu-
als who chose to move into areas that faced issues that could not be 
resolved from previous practices. Additionally, Cox and Cooper (1989) 
illustrated that experience of a wide range of situations associated with 
high mobility, early in a manager’s career, appeared to contribute sig-
nificantly towards development. Similar interpretations of individual 
development and learning from experiences beyond previous learnt 
routines were identified by Burgoyne and Hodgson (1983) and Davies 
and Easterby-Smith (1984). Of particular significance were the impli-
cations that managers learnt through greater risk and responsibility 
for a discrete area (usually self-induced), through addressing some-
thing very new (rather than a career move that was more of the same) 
through having freedom to act (even non-standard behaviour) and 
by shaping role definition according to changing situations (Davies & 
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Easterby-Smith, 1984). A useful synthesis of the developmental role of 
experience is summarised thus: 

So it appears that experience – as we have all known for a long time – is 
the key to development of managers: but some kinds of experiences 
provide more effective development than others. 

(1984: 180)

Building from Davies and Easterby-Smith (1984), McCall et al. (1988), 
within the notable text Lessons of Experience,1 synthesised the field of 
study into informal development through experience that has since 
become a central citation for many subsequent commentaries on infor-
mal leadership development. 

Key lessons of experience

Research undertaken in the Honeywell organisation (Zemke, 1985) 
identified similar dominance of on-the-job experiences as the primary 
source of development, as well as the primacy of two key developmental 
processes. It was identified that approximately 80 per cent of reported 
learning came from contact with key people in the workplace and on-
the-job experiences. These two clear initial findings have framed the 
field of management learning through experience and particularly influ-
enced the work of McCall at al. (1988) that synthesised research devel-
oped over a six-year period (McCall & McCauley, 1986; Lindsey et al., 
1987; Morrison et al., 1987).2 They identified three major themes:

Job assignments (60 per cent of lessons) – challenging due to inexpe-
rienced circumstances, requiring skills not used before, under signifi-
cant pressure and usually associated with interpersonal conflict. 
Notable people (20 per cent of lessons) – provoked learning about 
values and politics ‘and understanding how to direct and motivate 
others as a complement to the power of the managerial role’ (1988: 
82; similar point emphasised by Bass et al., 1987).
Hardships (20 per cent of lessons) – significant reflection and 
‘heightened awareness of own shortcomings, a clearer view of them-
selves … and compassion and tolerance for the foibles of others’ 
(1988: 119).

Although the findings of McCall et al. are seen to be a significant con-
tribution to learning through experience, there are a number of issues 
to be explored with respect to the specificity of leadership learning. 

•

•

•
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Rather than a discrete focus on leadership, McCall et al. focused on 
management, as illustrated by their opening research question: ‘When 
you think about your career as a manager … ’(1988: 5). This suggested 
a broad direction of thinking that allowed respondents to interpret the 
role of manager from an undefined perspective. Within the text, Lessons 
of Experience (McCall et al., 1988), the terms management and leader-
ship are intertwined and used liberally, leading to ambiguity of interpre-
tation as to whether the lessons relate to management or  leadership, but 
presumably both. From an examination of the contents of the lessons, 
there is a greater association of management with assignments – being 
particularly task-focused; while the lessons of hardships and notable 
people could be seen to be more prototypically associated with learn-
ing about leadership. The authors do not seek to make a distinction 
between management and leadership and there are no critiques of the 
research available in this respect. 

An issue of significance, commented on by McCall et al. (1988) (and 
similarly echoed in Davies & Easterby-Smith, 1984, as well as Broderick, 
1983 and Zemke, 1985), was a link between the success of interven-
tions and the context of the individual. It has been identified that the 
relevance of intervention and its impact was greater when it occurred 
at, or near the time of a significant learning episode. Burgoyne and 
Stewart (1976), Davies and Easterby-Smith (1984) and McCall et al. 
(1988) and later McCall (1998) placed emphasis towards greater salience 
of leadership learning as a consequence of contextualisation through 
hardships, notable people, change of environment or difficult role 
assignments, rather than general decontextualised learning through 
information transfer in classroom settings. This important assertion has 
been affirmed through very recent research by Armstrong and Mahmud 
(2008).

The notion of organisational context influencing learning and devel-
opment also shapes socialised learning and leads to lessons that are 
relevant to managing and leading in specific contexts. The importance 
of contextual influence on learning has been emphasised in Chapter 3 
with particular areas of learning theory, namely situated learning and 
community of practice, identity construction and social learning.

Learning from others in developmental relationships has been high-
lighted (Morrison et al., 1987; McCall et al., 1988; McCauley & Douglas, 
1998) as both deliberate (as with mentors) and accidental (through daily 
contact with good or bad role models). The significance of observational 
learning to leadership development is rather understated (Kempster, 
2006, 2007, 2008). There is no specific focus on a deeper understanding 
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of the processes of influence relating to these notables, good or bad or 
a temporal perspective as to when notables had influence: for example, 
earlier or later in people’s careers. There was only a limited discussion 
on processes of observational learning with no great weight of attention 
to its significance and prominence to the development of leadership 
practice. 

It should be noted that research by McCall et al. (1988) did not seek 
to understand processes by which the lessons shaped learning and 
development of individual managers. In no sense have the researchers 
claimed to understand the individual process of leadership learning as 
distinct from management learning.

However, the research does highlight an issue that learning and devel-
opment through experience predominantly occurs when a manager 
realises that their previous experience is not sufficient for the situation 
at hand (Beck, 1988), or that the way the manager previously antici-
pated enacting skills for the situation is no longer appropriate (Kelly, 
1955). Such realisation often occurs inaction (Schon, 1983; Ferry & 
Ross-Gordon, 1998) or reflection-on-action (Schon, 1983), but can be 
seen to be catalysed through key events that disrupt routines and allow 
new behaviours to be learnt for new situations (Brett, 1983; a similar 
argument was suggested by the formative work of Whitehead, 1933). 

Linked to Davies and Easterby-Smith (1984), Brett (1983) suggests 
that such routines are broken and development results as a consequence 
of an individual’s perception of uncertainty and expectation; in a sense, 
an emotional and anxious episode. Associated with routine break-
ing and subsequent development, is the notion of mid-career change 
causing individuals to trial activity in new areas leading to greater 
adaptation that is often associated with changes in personal and social 
identity (Gergen, 1971; similar arguments in Ezzy, 1998; Ibarra, 1999). 
Such explicit triggers for reappraisal of values, identity, self-efficacy and 
behaviour have been associated with hardships (McCall et al., 1988) 
and, in particular, executive derailment (McCall, 1998).

Developmental relationships, through observational learning, appear 
to be much more emergent and subliminal (Bandura, 1986) and may 
only be recognised through the identification of particular formative 
incidents recalled through episodic memory (Srull & Wyer, 1989; Walsh, 
1995). For example, work by Avolio and Luthans (2006) identified the 
importance of ‘trigger moments’, Bennis and Thomas (2002) high-
lighted ‘tranformative experiences’ that shifted an individual’s identity, 
and Janson (2008) identified the significance of ‘leadership formative 
experiences’ – often attached to emotional incidents. All three studies 
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anchor leadership learning to events and all three are aware that such 
events are only part of the story – difficulty lies in seeking to explore 
the gradual and imperceptible learning that occurs through the routine 
and mundane activities of everyday leadership acts – see Chapter 3 and 
the discussion on tacit knowledge. 

McCauley, Moxley and Van Velsor (1998) synthesised their under-
standing of prominent processes of leadership learning and suggested 
that developmental experience is shaped by three elements: 

Assessment – understanding the need to change and how this can 
occur.
Challenge – an opportunity that is perceived to be developmental. 
Support – an environment that encourages development. 

The authors suggest that within the framework of assessment, chal-
lenge and support, learning through experience can be organised and 
enhanced by creating a variety of rich developmental experiences that 
are further heightened through developing an individual’s ability to learn 
within an organisational context. Further, Conger (1993) argues for an 
organised approach and believes that too much leadership development 
has occurred in a ‘haphazard process’ (1993: 46), with little intentional-
ity, accountability or evaluation (ibid.). Drawing these notions of devel-
opment together, an equation is offered (McCauley et al., 1998: 223): 

Feedback intensive programme + skill-based training + 360-degree 
feedback + developmental relationships + hardships = Leadership 
development. 

(1998: 223)

In summary, the equation completes the circle of the literature review 
by paradoxically returning us back to organised formal leadership 
development where McCauley et al. (1998) argue that intervention is 
enhanced through embracing naturalistic experiences within a formal 
process. Yet there is also a paradox to this simple (perhaps simplistic) 
equation: the lessons that are developmental are those which often 
occur when least expected, but are highly relevant to the context and 
are idiosyncratically interpreted by an individual as additional to previ-
ous experience. Can the unexpected and the idiosyncratic be planned 
as part of a formal development programme? Can interventions span 
sufficient time to allow naturalistic experiences to take effect? In terms 
of efficacy, can outcomes be measured in relation to designed inputs? 

•

•
•
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In essence, can naturalistic development be controlled and accelerated 
if a significant part of leadership learning occurs through repeating rou-
tines and socialisation over extended periods? This range of questions 
set the scene for the next section that addresses emerging issues for 
leadership learning and development.

Emergent issues for understanding leadership learning 
and development

The final theme explores four interrelated issues. The first examines 
whether leadership development can be measured or whether it is simply 
best understood as an act of faith. The second theme explores the essen-
tial need to contextualise any form of intervention if any progress is to 
go beyond the act of faith. The third distinguishes between training and 
reflection, building on the assertion within this chapter that naturalistic 
learning predominates in generating complex situated practice, and per-
haps reflection on individual practice is preferable to training solutions. 
The final theme returns full circle to the born-versus-made-debate. Can 
transformational leadership be taught or is it a ‘gift from god’. 

Leadership development – an act of faith?

The research base of both informal and formal leadership development 
has been deleteriously affected by the historic conflation of manage-
ment and leadership. Only a few commentators – notably Messrs Day 
(2000), Barker (2001), Burgoyne et al. (2004) and Conger (2004) – argue 
the case for greater differentiation and understanding of the process by 
which managers learn how to lead, as distinct from how managers learn 
how to manage. Their arguments build from Baldwin and Wexley who, 
in 1986, had identified, 

several fundamental concerns regarding research and practice … The 
body of literature is descriptive, anecdotal, non-empirical and fad-
dish often emerging as lists of requirements; traditional formal devel-
opment follows particular theories resulting in a narrow focus to a 
broad concept which arguably results in simplistic interventions. 

(1986: 286)

These concerns remain relevant today as leadership learning and 
development is, for the most part, an act of faith (Burgoyne, 2001). 
Programmes developed out of the practice of one organisational context 
are assumed to be generalisable across the leadership and management 
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development industry without empirical evidence (argued by Burgoyne 
et al., 2004; repeating earlier concerns of Freedman & Stumpf, 1982; 
Hoffman, 1985; Huber, 1985). The lack of empirical evidence on leader-
ship development emphasises significant question marks on the effi-
cacy of interventions and the return on the organisational investment 
(Moxley, 1998; and more recently by Burgoyne et al., 2004). Is it more 
of an act of faith to continue to invest in organised formal interventions 
despite the prominence of research suggesting that informal, naturalistic 
influences appear to be predominant? Further, the focus on the individ-
ual, as the measure of the return on the investment, is also problematic. 
For example, Drath (1998) advocates that leadership development will 
move towards team development in the form of distributed leadership. 
Day (2000) argues for leadership development as the development of 
social capital, and an investment into developing social systems as vehi-
cles of leadership influence may have greater longevity than an invest-
ment in human capital in the form of leader development. Difficulties 
may then become associated with seeking to measure the efficacy of 
interventions to develop a broader social group; such difficulties emerge 
as a consequence of potentially numerous unintended social interac-
tions that may stimulate or limit development processes. This notion of 
interaction within an ‘open-system’ has been an argument limiting an 
ability to understand the efficacy of investment in leadership develop-
ment (Burgoyne et al., 2004): hence the continuance of a ‘blind faith’ 
supported by equivocal metrics. Often such faith is reassured by draw-
ing upon others ‘best’ practice. Two questions emerge: how transferable 
are ‘best’ practices? Can recipes drawn from best practice be applicable 
regardless of contexts? The next section examines the issue of contextu-
alised intervention.

Need for contextualisation

Various reviews of leadership best practice (James & Burgoyne, 2001; 
Fulmer & Wagner, 1999; Conger, 2004) have highlighted that although 
there are a number of dominant themes common to organisations per-
ceived as offering best practice, the emphasis is towards contextualisa-
tion. Implicit in the best practice recommendations (notably of James 
& Burgoyne, 2001) is a connection with informal, naturalistic experi-
ences, such as assignments, hardships and bosses (McCall, 1988). These 
implicit systemic influences within complex situations have not been 
explored in depth and within particular contexts – hence the need for 
this study. For example, the development of leadership practice appears 
to draw on societal interpretations of leadership but is significantly 
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shaped by local meanings and historic embedded practices – the cen-
tral argument of Chapter 2. If such practice is required to change then 
interventions would need to recognise the local influences and historic 
practices to enhance intervention success. 

Further, both best practice recommendations and extant theory on 
informal experience are also content to conflate leader and manager 
concepts rather than isolate these two particular phenomena. Certainly 
there was no research available, at the time of writing, which was 
explicit about revealing underlying influences within organisations that 
are perceived as specific to learning leadership.

In a paper entitled ‘The brave new world of leadership training’ 
Conger (1996) argues that the old models of leadership are no longer 
appropriate for coping with the consequences of the magnitude of 
change which is facing organisations. He argues that leadership devel-
opment must change and become contextualised, yet his research has 
identified that organisations are turning, more than ever before, to 
outdated ‘off the shelf’ interventions that have questionable efficacy 
in terms of applicability to local situations. The thrust of his vision for 
leadership development is towards an acceptance that:

in many organisations leadership training is merely a deceptive play 
with words. They say they are concerned about developing leaders, 
when in reality they feel more secure with managers. The art of lead-
ership development is still in its infancy. 

(Conger, 1996: 57)

Leadership development – reflection rather than training?

Drawing on Conger’s (1996) and Burgoyne et al.’s (2004) concerns 
about the efficacy of leadership training, and linked to Day (2000) and 
Drath’s (1998) argument for leadership development to be oriented 
towards social systems, should formal leadership development empha-
sise education more than training? The complexity and idiosyncratic 
nature of contextual learning limits the appropriateness of ‘how to’ 
training methods of leadership (Barker, 2001). Rather, a reflective and 
educational accent might enable managers to understand their social 
phenomenological relationship with leadership and compare this to 
other models of leadership from which they can make relevant con-
nections to their specific context. Such a reflective pedagogy may give 
greater emphasis to learning how to lead through making sense of self, 
related to situated experience. Enabling an individual to surface, make 
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sense and differentiate the quality of the informal experiences occur-
ring in the context of their everyday activities, appears to be a critical 
catalyst to individual leadership development (Cunliffe, 2001). Such a 
capability may greatly increase individual recognition of developmen-
tal environments and developmental experiences (Davies & Easterby-
Smith, 1984) – recommendations for the development of educative 
practice are elaborated in Chapter 9. 

A key development issue appears to be helping people to learn from 
experience (Day, 2000; Velsor & Guthrie, 1998; McCall, 1998; Conger, 
2004). With respect to ‘high-flyers’, McCall (1998) argues that the most 
significant common attribute of these people was the talent that they 
had for learning from their experiences. He argues that just because 
someone goes through an experience, it does not mean that they have 
learnt from that experience. For example, it was shown that most man-
agers were not active and continuous learners (Bunker & Webb, 1992). 
The point is amplified by Velsor and Guthrie: 

To learn, managers needed to let go of their current strengths long 
enough to acquire new ones. They must be strong and secure enough 
to make themselves vulnerable to the stresses and setbacks in the 
learning process. 

(1998: 242)

Despite the criticisms of formal intervention in comparison to the 
emerging consensus toward naturalistic informal experiences, ironi-
cally (and echoing McCauley et al., 1998) formal education may be a 
key catalyst for enhancing the dominant arena of informal leadership 
development: ‘It means helping people to learn from their work rather 
than taking them away from their work to learn’ (Day, 2000: 586). The 
notion of learning from their work anchors learning and development 
to situations. The final issue explored in this section examines how the 
situation and the work may shape a shared understanding of leadership 
within leader–follower relationships, allowing some leaders to be per-
ceived as transformational and others as transactional: A ‘gift of God’ 
(Weber, 1947) or perhaps a gift generated through the situation?

Transformational leadership – can it be developed?

Chapter 2 has identified the prominence of ‘new leadership’ in the 
form of transformational and authentic leadership. Exponents of this 
model of leadership advocate its potential significance to organisational 
performance (Parry, 2001). The work of Parry and Sinha (2005) suggests 
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that transformational leadership can be developed through training 
interventions and Parry has pioneered such interventions through 
classroom settings. Others, most notably Conger (1996), have taken 
an alternative perspective and argue that it is very unclear how, for 
example, individuals develop charisma and vision, and certainly how 
to formally develop charismatic leadership? These issues remain under-
standably elusive. Conger questions whether,

training can develop such skills as vision as it is a by-product of 
experience and an openness to ideas and trends … can we teach it? 
Not likely. 

(1996: 56)

If vision or charisma cannot be taught, how do some leaders become 
charismatic and transformational? If it is not through training then is 
it, perhaps, simply as Weber (1947) argued, a ‘gift of divine grace’? The 
argument of Chapter 2 outlines a case of leadership (including transfor-
mational, authentic and charismatic modes) being formed through a 
constructed process of both universal aspects (traits/behavioural norms 
and implicit/romantic theories) and local contextualised approaches. 

Learning about both these elements appears to be anchored in natu-
ralistic experience. The contextualised by-product (Conger, 1996: 56) 
of organisational experience reflects an acquisition of meanings and 
practices (Lave & Wenger, 1991) shaped among a particular commu-
nity. The attribution of qualities of leadership, such as charisma, to a 
manager may reflect a shared understanding of leadership that could 
be symbolically represented through (and perhaps embodied in) the 
manager. The leader’s behaviour may be attributed as charismatic, as 
a consequence of being in resonance with the meanings and practices 
that followers hold, and such attribution may reinforce a sense of the 
manager believing they can lead: in essence, there has been no train-
ing of the manager … rather the manager has ‘become’ charismatic in 
a particular content.

Summary

The preceding discussion on informal development has outlined and 
substantiated the strong presence and influence of informal experi-
ences in shaping leadership learning and development. There is thus 
an essential need to focus on leadership (as distinct from broad-based 
management) and understand the underlying influences that shape an 
individual manager’s understanding of leadership and related  leadership 
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practice. This requires an examination at the level of lived experience. 
Whether such an understanding can be utilised within formal leader-
ship training is uncertain especially if it is essentially an idiosyncratic, 
experiential process developed over a significant period of time: unless 
such formal intervention reflects a form of apprenticeship where the 
quality of long-term naturalistic experience is enhanced (Kempster, 
2006) – a point to be returned to in Chapter 9.

Conclusion

The role of formal leadership development has been shown to be effi-
caciously limited in developing leaders compared to the naturalistic 
(Burgoyne & Stuart, 1977), accidental and informal process of devel-
opment. However, the popularity of management development train-
ing and consequently the funding that is invested in it, has probably 
not reached its zenith (James & Burgoyne, 2001). The recent work by 
CEML and work for the Cabinet Office (Cabinet Office, 2000) and more 
recently affirmed in the Leitch report on UK skills development (Leitch 
Report, 2006) illustrates the significance of leadership development 
both to the government in the UK and to organisations. The anticipa-
tion of performance returns as a result of investing in leadership devel-
opment is almost palpable. 

Research is encouraged to explore and illuminate systemic processes 
of how leaders develop, in order to strengthen the link between leader-
ship development systems and required leadership practice (Lowe & 
Gardner, 2000). The predominant influences on leadership learning 
and development appear to be through informal interaction within 
particular contexts and are generated by dual processes of socialisation 
and idiosyncratic experiences. However, it has been argued that little is 
known at the level of lived experience of these processes and how they 
may differ in particular contexts. 

The chapter has outlined the significance of early developments in 
the making of a leader, in particular the role of parents and teachers 
with respect to values and behaviours. Further, the role of organisa-
tional experience appears to have significant impact on management 
leadership learning and development through: relationships with key 
people in the workplace; and on-the-job experiences.

For the most part researchers have not explicitly sought to distin-
guish management from leadership development. There is consider-
able need and scope to examine such influences on learning and reveal 
whether assignments, notable people or hardships are prevalent, as 
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has been suggested (McCall et al., 1988), or whether other influences, 
alone or in various combinations, are prevalent in shaping leadership 
learning and development. Further, the literature has not sought to 
distinguish between types of organisations or sectors in which under-
lying influences operate: does the public or private sector have the 
same influences? Are these different between men and women, or the 
employed managers and owner-managers? There is simply too little 
empirical research that seeks to isolate and examine influences on 
leadership learning within an organisational context, and this is the 
specific emphasis of this book.

A ten-year review of the Leadership Quarterly (Lowe & Gardner, 2000) 
summarised the situation on leadership development research by cit-
ing Conger (1998): ‘we do not know enough about how organisational 
systems develop leaders’ (1998: 495). They emphasised the need to 
understand how organisational systems enhance the efficiency of lead-
ership development efforts (Lowe & Gardner, 2000). Yukl succinctly 
summarises the situation thus: 

Despite the massive volume of leadership training that occurs there 
has been relatively little research on its effectiveness. 

 (2001: 490)

The enormous investment into leadership development also reflects 
‘that there is considerably greater interest among leadership develop-
ment practitioners but surprisingly little scholarly interest in the topic’ 
(Lowe & Gardner, 2001: 495). This book seeks to make a contribution in 
this regard. The argument for the need to dig deeper at the level of lived 
experience and explore underlying influences on leadership learning 
has been made. The next chapter draws together the key aspects covered 
in Chapters 2, 3 and 4 and outlines a summary, encapsulated within a 
model of what we know about leadership learning and the development 
of leadership practice, and argues for what we still need to know. 
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5
So What Do We Know So Far about 
Leadership Learning?

Chapter 4 has illustrated how an understanding of informal leader-
ship development has begun to cohere towards an emphasis on the 
variability of contexts and the breadth of individual experience that 
shapes leadership learning. For example, greater variety of contexts 
and roles were seen to be associated with an enriched appreciation 
of leadership and approaches to leading (Davies & Easterby-Smith, 
1984). Similarly, task assignments in a range of contexts with asso-
ciated hardships and modelled opportunities for observation were 
common broad themes shaping leadership learning (McCall et al., 
1988; McCall, 2004). 
Chapter 3 provided an understanding of learning processes, particularly 
emphasising the social and relational nature of learning. The notions 
of both social learning, in the form of observation and enactment, and 
situated learning through participation and acquisition of practice, 
meaning and identity, established the importance of contextual interac-
tion in developing context specific learning and practice. 

Chapter 2 established a systemic view of leadership as a constructed 
relational process of social influence between leader(s) and follower(s). 
The review of extant literature demonstrated that leadership can be 
seen through the three perspectives of leader, follower and the situa-
tion. The leader perspective suggested a more universal orientation of 
leadership, with an emphasis towards a learnt attribution of traits and 
behaviours which are seen to be more favourable in influencing follow-
ers. The followers’ perspective outlined how followers learn to construct 
romantic and implicit theories of leadership that have a sense of uni-
versal application, but are often learnt and applied to the local context. 
The situational perspective anchors leadership into a locally developed 
relationship of intricate nuances of contextually constructed meanings 

103
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and practices of leadership. Both the high level universal and detailed 
local perspectives are learnt through relational experience.

Taken together, these three chapters outline foundational insights on 
the notion of leadership learning. At the very broadest level, Figure 5.1 
(adapted from Kempster, 2006) seeks to diagrammatically represent the 
extant understanding of leadership learning by drawing upon the expe-
riential learning cycle (Kolb & Fry, 1975; Kolb, 1984) and in particular 
the notion of learning about a phenomenon as a deepening cycle of 
experience. 

The model of leadership learning through lived experience draws 
upon the work of Bennis and Thomas (2002) examining the ‘crucibles’ 
in which learning occurs, as well as reflecting on the recent the work of 
Janson (2008) examining leadership formative experiences. The cyclical 
model commences (if a starting point could be identified) with reflec-
tion-on-action (Schon, 1983) which makes sense of an experience from 
which knowledge conceptualisation (Neisser, 1976; Walsh, 1995) fol-
lows. Experiences of leadership generate knowledge and understanding 
of leadership. Such understanding (and of course connected experience) 
relates to the situation from which it is drawn. The personalised under-
standing of leadership is subsequently operationalised for application in 
further and similar experiences through participation. In a sense this is 
a movement from understanding leadership to participating in leading. 
Yet participation is itself an element in which learning is absorbed tac-
itly through situated learning. Through such participation the notion 
of practice and identity is developed. 

Figure 5.1 Leadership learning through lived experience (adapted from Kempster, 
2006)

Leadership experiences:
(Observed and enacted

episodes)

Leadership
situation:

(Context and
social interaction)

Reflection on
leadership

Knowledge of
leadership:

(Explicit and tacit)

Participation in
leading:

Roles, activities
and engagement
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The five elements of this framework of leadership learning through 
lived experience are suggested to capture the reviewed theory and inter-
relate them as follows: 

Leadership situation – the context of lived experience is placed 
 centrally, as both a catalyst of available learning opportunities and 
as a filter shaping processes of social (Bandura, 1986) and situated 
learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991).
Leadership experiences – the variety and qualitative difference of 
 experiences of leading drawn from situations enable greater develop-
ment to occur (Davies & Easterby-Smith, 1984; McCall et al., 1988; 
McCall, 2004). 
Knowledge of leadership – understanding of leadership becomes 
 interrelated with the situation and subsequently interprets the situa-
tion (Neisser, 1976; Walsh, 1995) to provide guidance or prompts to 
leadership approaches. I am not suggesting that someone’s intention 
to act is unmediated from a variety of possible interactions and stim-
uli. Rather, the outlined framework of lived experience suggests con-
ceptions simply provide prompts or guidelines. However, there is a 
growing argument that schemas and self-concepts have a significant 
role in shaping behaviour (Markus & Wurf, 1987; Mischel, 2004).
Participation in leading – engagement with leadership is within situ-
ations. Participation through roles and associated activities creates 
opportunities for experiences of leading. Through participation, 
knowledge of detailed nuances of leading in a particular context is 
absorbed, mostly tacitly by processes of situated learning (Lave & 
Wenger, 1991). Arguably it is through participation that leadership 
practice is developed. 
Reflections on leadership – Burgoyne and Hodgson (1983) argue 
that reflection in managerial learning is limited in daily practice. 
Additionally reflective recall is argued to be more closely associ-
ated with transformative learning (Mezirow, 1981, 1985), triggered 
by critical incidents (Cope & Watts, 2000; Avolio and Luthans, 
2006; Janson, 2008). Empirical research to date is limited in terms 
of exploring routine, everyday events that imperceptibly influence 
leadership learning and the development of leadership practice. 

The above framework is sufficiently broad and inclusive to integrate 
theory of informal leadership development and principles of experiential 
 learning. This framework enables a simple argument to be put forward 
outlining how lived experience is central to leadership learning. It also 

•

•

•

•

•
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106  How Managers Have Learnt to Lead

illustrates the integration of learning literature to provide a systemic social 
perspective and in some way alludes to the difficulties of intervening into 
leadership development. However, such a broad and simple explanation 
of leadership learning through lived experience would fail to explain the 
underlying influences on lived experience that lie behind the generic 
 headings shown in Figure 5.1. The detailed nuances of influences and their 
interactions in particular contexts need to be understood if intervention 
is to avoid the efficacy question mark that has challenged researchers and 
practitioners alike – outlined in Chapter 4 (notably: Wexley & Baldwin, 
1986; later built upon by Conger, 1998; Day, 2000; Lowe & Gardner, 2001; 
Burgoyne et al., 2004).

The case for the centrality of leadership learning through lived expe-
rience has been outlined and the case is strong. Gaps in knowledge lie 
towards revealing underlying influences and their systemic integration 
and contextual detail. It is the need for identification and explanation 
of such influences of leadership learning lying within lived experience 
that the third part of this book addresses. Part III has a change of focus 
and style. The focus is on the real world of lived experience and lead-
ership learning. Chapter 6 will outline a method of digging deep into 
such experiences to reveal influences on leadership learning. It has been 
structured to enable (and encourage) someone to apply the process to 
themselves and compare their learning to the insights that are revealed 
in the four case studies of Chapter 7; perhaps looking at all four cases 
or selecting the case that resonates most to personal experience. The 
four cases are: male perspectives in the public and the private  sectors; 
female perspectives from both the sectors; and perspectives from owner-
 mangers. In Chapter 8, the underlying themes from these cases are 
drawn together to provide an explanation of how managers learn to 
lead. The final chapter presents conclusions and provides suggestions 
for action. An example is provided of an intervention with owner-
 managers that applies the underlying influences of leadership learning 
to enhance leadership practice.
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6
Revealing Leadership Learning From 
Lived Experience

This chapter will outline the method used to reveal leadership learning. 
The chapter has been written to enable someone to primarily allow 
themselves the opportunity to undertake the process to discern their 
own leadership learning through lived experience. This may also be 
useful for critical comparison when reading the cases in Chapter 7 and 
interpreting the explanation of leadership learning in Chapter 8.

It has been shown in Chapter 4 that leadership learning is over-
whelmingly naturalistic, often occurring through daily interactions 
that go unnoticed. Thus the difficult issue is how to reveal the eve-
ryday routines and events that make up the milieu of our lives. This 
point struck home to me through the failure of my first two pilot 
interviews. 

A problematic beginning

The first pilot interview occurred with a colleague, John, at the University 
and this was significantly unsuccessful. Not because of the interviewee 
but because of the nature of the subject I wanted to explore and the way 
I constructed the interview process. I wanted to limit bias to the discus-
sion and sought to enact an informant-led interview. Such an interview 
is characterised by limited intervention. As a consequence there were 
only three questions: 

How would you define leadership and describe your leadership prac-
tice? 
What are the key incidents that have influenced your thinking about 
leadership? 
What rules of thumb guide your leadership practice? 

•

•

•
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110  How Managers Have Learnt to Lead

I expected these questions would allow expansive discussion. This was 
far from the case. The comments on the first and last question were 
lucid but seemed disconnected. The middle question was very difficult 
for John and the discussion lacked depth. He could not clearly recall 
much that had influenced his thinking. 

In light of this disappointing interview, the second interview with a 
senior colleague, was much more structured with many more questions 
to provoke discussion in the areas I wanted to explore, that is, how 
have you learnt to lead? The second interviewee described a feeling of 
frustration that he was inhibited in discussing his experience in a more 
integrated manner and he felt that the structured set of questions did 
not enable exploration. 

Reflecting on a Michael Parkinson’ television interview, it struck me 
that the interview was structured chronologically; Parkinson worked his 
way through the person’s life relating the discussion to pre-interview 
chronological notes. In the spirit of good science I experimented on 
myself. I created a timeline starting from my earliest memories to cur-
rent influences, as shown below: 

Grandfather

Parents

1982−4:
Crest Nicholson
T & P:
Bad bosses
in first job

1984−5
Goadsby & Harding
R:
Another poor
manager but
good surveyor

1985−7:
CALA
MA:
First inspirational
manager

1987−92
Self-employment
Period of anxiety
and great personal
growth

1997−2008:
Lancaster  University:
Many roles responsible for
teams, centres
and department

IW
Best leader
I’ve worked
with

Many colleagues
in LUMS and
corporate leaders
I’ve worked alongside

It seemed useful – I discovered some interesting insights that I had not 
reflected on previously. The process seemed to order and structure my 
thinking. It put together my experiences into a holistic story. I read 
work on narrative methodologies and found that I had hit on a rich 
vein of knowledge that would guide the development of my naive 
embryonic timeline process. Particularly useful was the work of Kuhnert 
and Russell (1990) and Wengraf (2001). 

Narrative and storytelling

By accidentally bumping into the narrative approach I discovered a 
potential solution to the problem of making explicit the imperceptible 
leadership learning that occurs through our lived experience. Narrative 
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Revealing Leadership Learning From Lived Experience  111

is argued to be most appropriate for exploring tacit knowledge (Wengraf, 
2001) for the following reasons: 

Embedded socialised use of narratives – adults have a socially con-
structed understanding of what is required of a narrative (Goffman, 
1969) and this operates at low consciousness and therefore is subject 
to less censoring control (Wengraf, 2001).
Structure – Labov and Waletsky (1967) identified a normative pattern 
of narrative used in every day conversation. 
Rich expressive tapestry – narrative is able to blend a mix of lived 
experience with cultural norms and assumptions that flow out of the 
respondent to reveal detailed information that would be difficult to 
access through structured questions.
Triangulation – such expressive and enriched narrative is held 
together as a complete story. Cultural norms compel the narrator to 
tell the complete story (Alheit, 1994). In essence, censorship within 
the narrative begins to undermine the completeness and naturalness 
of the account and it becomes obvious to the listener (ibid.) and dif-
ficult for the narrator to hold the themes together. 

So the narrative timeline approach provided a number of benefits. It 
enabled the managers in the interviews to follow a well-practiced struc-
ture, that of telling a story – particularly one that they are familiar with. 
Issues of truthfulness were addressed through the managers seeking to 
tell their story, as they understood it. It needed to primarily make sense 
to them. The depth of the conversation yielded insights that are of sig-
nificance to the managers – the process needed to be of value to them 
as much as it was for me. Finally, the structured narrative would lead 
to a glimpse of tacit knowledge – a major stumbling block for previous 
researchers in exploring naturalistic leadership learning. 

Third and fourth pilot interviews

The timeline was subsequently used with an MBA alumnus who was 
keen to assist. The timeline created both depth and holistic meaning to 
the interviewee that enabled her to make sense of the phenomenon of 
leadership learning in a manner that appeared to elicit an appreciation 
of knowledge that had not been considered before, or capable of being 
expressed. Further, and of significance, the three questions were addressed 
in a manner that illustrated coherence and integration – viewing the 
phenomenology from a number of perspectives or dimensions that gave 

•

•

•

•
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a strong sense of reliability and more importantly respondent triangu-
lation (Janesick, 1998). The fourth pilot interview with another MBA 
alumnus further helped refine the narrative method for illuminating 
lived experience of leadership learning and led to the development of 
the structured framework. 

A structured framework

The experience of the pilot interviews clarified issues of interview style. 
The desire was certainly to create a process that would focus the interview 
onto experiences of leadership learning and be able to draw out from the 
interviewees’ salient memories. Such memories would enable the inter-
viewees to surface experience, and illustrate data related to underlying 
influences shaping their leadership learning. To assist each respondent’s 
articulation, greater structure was required and the following stages were 
piloted with the third manager and refined with the final pilot interview: 

Pre-interview: Interviewees asked to prepare a timeline diagram identi-
fying influences that have shaped their leadership learning from the 
youngest age to the present. 
Stage One: Interviewees asked to describe their view of leadership. 
Stage Two: Biographical data on leadership learning – interviewees 
asked to talk through their timelines from the earliest influence to 
the present date. Reflections were given on experiences and learning 
both during and at the end of the interview. 
Stage Three: Identify interviewees’ heuristics of leadership – inter-
viewees were asked to think of rules of thumb that they use in action 
or would describe to someone else which illustrate their approach to 
leadership. These rules of thumb are then discussed and compared 
to the biographical data. 
Stage Four: Final reflections on the definition of leadership given at 
the outset in light of the discussion through the interview.

The four stages of the interview are diagrammatically outlined in 
Figure 6.1 and illustrate the holistic triangulation process.

In light of the need to adopt active interviewing to unearth tacit 
knowledge, yet limit the distortions of the conversation, the focus of 
each interview was to arrive at a triangulated understanding for the 
interviewees (Janesick, 1998) of how their lived experience shaped lead-
ership learning. The four explicit stages of the conversation (described 
above) and use of the timeline helped to sustain the flow of the 

•

•
•

•

•

PPL-UK_HM-Kempster_Ch006.indd   112PPL-UK_HM-Kempster_Ch006.indd   112 1/13/2009   7:47:44 AM1/13/2009   7:47:44 AM



Revealing Leadership Learning From Lived Experience  113

 interview. I wished to avoid seeking to answer my own research ques-
tions about underlying influences of leadership learning. These would 
come out of a free-flowing, in-depth interview. Of importance was that 
the interview would be insightful to the interviewee. Thus a fundamen-
tal assumption of the interview process was that the research questions 
would be implicitly addressed if the interviewees had a successful con-
versation in terms of understanding their lived experience.

Social situation – research relationships

It needs to be stressed that part of the success of the process was due to 
the relationship I had with the respondents. A successful interview, in 
terms of in-depth interviewee triangulated understanding of leadership 
and their lived experience, did not occur by accident. Key principles 
shaping such an output appeared to centre on: 

Trust – interviewees were known to me. This requirement enabled 
openness and the ability of the interviewer to cross-question and 
challenge as appropriate on very sensitive reflections. 
Empathy – needed to illustrate a sense of understanding and appre-
ciation of the interviewee’s experiences of leadership and contexts in 
which leading was described. 
Time – the four stages of the interview process had an average dura-
tion of between 120 and 140 minutes. For the senior managers to 

•

•

•

Stage 1
Definition of

effective leadership

Stage  3
Identify

interviewees
heuristics of

leading

Stage  4
Confirmation or

revision of
understanding
of leadership

4

‘N’

3

1

Timeline of
critical events

Latest

Earliest

Stage  2
Biographical data

on leadership learning

2

Figure 6.1 Structure of interviews (from Kempster, 2006)
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give up such relatively considerable time required both interest and 
commitment to undertake the interview and a desire to have a mean-
ingful outcome from the process. 
Relevance and experience – the salience of leadership to the inter-
viewees greatly influenced the interview process and had a marked 
impact on the depth of discussion. This was illustrated by the owner-
manager group that had a distinct a-schematic perspective on leader-
ship and limited identity with the role of leadership. 
Location – although all but three of the 40 interviews were at their 
place of work, the interviewees invariably organised privacy, dedi-
cated time and limited interruptions.

These five aspects are important for someone if they wish to participate 
in developing their own narrative of leadership learning. The next sec-
tion uses an approach I had developed that builds direct from the above 
methodology. I used this with four groups of 20 senior managers, and 
has subsequently been used by colleagues with a further ten cohorts. 
The structure of the process relies on implementing the above five prin-
ciples. For someone considering examining their lived experience the 
following has been found to be additionally useful: 

Select someone with whom you can have an open and trusting dis-
cussion – consider undertaking the interview with a colleague, friend 
or partner. 
Consider both of you undertaking the exercise – this will generate 
greater trust and empathy to your insights and reflections. 
Select someone who has interest in you, or similar depth of leader-
ship experience – otherwise you may find that the conversation will 
be cut short due competing distractions. 
Find a quiet place and give at least an hour to the process.

I recall being persuaded by a group of senior managers that instead of 
carrying out the activity in tents (which I had provided) they would sit 
in the 4 star hotel bar. The result was a lot of merry people, good net-
working … but very little useful insight on leadership learning!

The ‘tents’

The tents exercise was utilised within a leadership development pro-
gramme designed for the development of senior managers to become 
Principals of Further Education Colleges. The programme ran over a 

•

•

•

•

•

•
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twelve-month period and was constituted mainly of action learning 
projects instigating change in the FE Colleges. Thematic modules were 
interspersed throughout the programme and the tents were part of a 
module on ‘learning and leadership’. 

The purpose of the tents was to deepen reflections of a manager’s 
lived experience on leadership by isolating them from competing dis-
tractions. We used a nearby outdoor centre that was mostly fellside. 
This had plenty of space so that each manager could only see one 
other tent – the person with whom they would share their insights. It 
is not necessary to buy a tent and persuade a local farmer to use his 
fields; but I would encourage metaphorically finding a tent and field – the 
outcome is worth the effort. 

Below is the brief as it was given to the delegates.

LEADERSHIP LEARNING

You are in a field, in a tent with a bottle of water and some chocolate 
and hopefully alone! What I would like you to do is concentrate only 
on leadership and address these three questions: 

What do you think leadership is? 
How do you approach leading? 
What has shaped your thinking and approach to leadership?

To address these questions please do the following: 
Think about how you would define leadership and write this down. 

Draw a line and create a timeline which you will populate with memo-
ries on leadership. These could go as far back as childhood and proba-
bly would incorporate organisational experiences. As you recall these 
memories try to capture them onto the timeline and then go back and 
work your way through the details and clarify what these memories 
mean to you. Don’t rush this – you have 90 minutes. Conclude with 
listing how your thinking shapes your approach to leading. The list 
might reflect advice you would give about leading in your organisa-
tion or another context. For example, ‘be in control and be seen to be 
in control’. Look at the list and see if you can determine whether the 
points can be connected to your memories. 

You should be able to see only two other people and they will be your 
interviewer and your interviewee. Please do not contact them until you 
have been alone for 90 minutes. After 90 minutes make contact and 

•
•
•
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meet with them at one of your tents. Interview each other in detail for 
at least 45 minutes each. 

Start with the person’s definition of leadership and then work your way 
through the timeline, in detail exploring what the person means – ask 
questions and ensure you clarify things as you proceed. At the end, talk 
through the rules of thumb on how to lead and see how they relate to the 
experiences. Then switch roles and repeat the above process – make sure 
you capture critical issues emerging from both interviews, as this will be 
useful in the afternoon’s discussion.

Enjoy and soak up the sun!! I hope you can take advantage of this rare 
quiet time to concentrate on just one issue. As with everything – the 
more you put in to this the more you will get out of it. Good luck.

STEVE

When someone has undertaken this exercise the outputs are typically: a 
detailed timeline of incidents, people and situations; connections between 
an understanding of leadership and the experiences that have shaped this 
understanding; connections between experiences and rules of thumb that 
guide leadership practice – an integrated appreciation of lived experience 
shaping leadership perception and practice. Feedback from running these 
sessions has repeatedly shown that the process generated new insights 
and a clearer understanding of an individual’s picture of leadership and 
importantly a glimpse of how this picture has been crafted. 

Chapter 7 allows comparisons of self-experience to that of others. 
If someone has undertaken this exercise they will be able to compare 
themselves to similar contexts as their own, in terms of public or pri-
vate sectors; and be able to compare themselves to male and/or female 
experiences of leadership learning; and between the employed and the 
self-employed. Chapter 7 seeks to reveal prominent themes that emerge 
between the different groups and enables someone to critique self-expe-
rience and reflective insight against these themes. Such comparative 
critique can be further developed and deepened through Chapter 8: an 
explanation of leadership learning. 

Summary

In this chapter the method utilised to explore lived experience has been 
outlined. The importance of this method is its potential to contribute 
to revealing part of the complex process of leadership learning and 
provide a glimpse of the situated and tacit nature of leadership practice. 
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The narrative approach has allowed the 40 interviewed managers to 
gain a greater understanding of their previously unstructured experi-
ences and make sense of the prominent features that have shaped their 
learning. It is hoped that not only is the method understood but also 
that it is possible for someone to apply the process to themselves. The 
rewards for investing experientially in this method will hopefully be 
obtained when the four cases are described in Chapter 7. It is intended 
that someone would be able to vicariously learn from these cases as well 
as critique my themes against their interpretative themes drawn out 
from their own lived experience. 

The final section of the chapter is a critique of the methodology and 
could be skipped over for the gripping exploration of the four cases in 
the next chapter.

Critique of the approach

The context of this study is a limited understanding of underlying influ-
ences on leadership learning, and the research approach sought to map 
out influences shaping leadership learning at the level of lived experi-
ence. This section will briefly critique the methodology that has clearly 
shaped the arguments of the book. 

Developing themes from the interviews

I will briefly outline the approach used to analyse the data from the 
transcribed interviews. The approach used in this study is drawn from 
Grounded Theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) which seeks to identify 
themes influencing the manifestation of social processes – in this case 
the social process is leadership learning. A particular technique devel-
oped by Hycner (1985) is applied to the data that seeks to move from 
bits of data (units), to clustering these units and then to seeing themes 
that emerge drawn from the clusters. A passage of transcript (adapted 
from Kempster, 2006) from one of the interviewed managers has been 
outlined below to show this movement: 

Units of meaning

An extract from Joe talking about someone he worked with is given 
below:

He was a very hard taskmaster. He used to reduce half the 
staff, and particularly his secretary, into shivering wrecks. 
I often found myself in a position of translating what he meant into something slightly 

•
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more palatable …  he just had a very hard view on life and was very driven. 
Not surprisingly he was a project director by achieving goals and 

milestones.

The above example highlights units of meaning, coded by different fonts 
to match the clusters below. The actual transcripts were colour-coded 
and were assimilated through constant comparison with emerging clus-
ters of meaning evolving out of the whole transcript. 

Clusters of meaning: Drawn from the above text, and reinforced in 
the remainder of the transcript, the following clusters of meaning 
emerged that became significant to the interviewee: 

 1. Notable people – impact of behaviour
 2. Task-driven – a primary focus on production rather than consideration

 3. Abuse OF POWER – BULLYING
 4.  Supportive/CONSIDERATE – an appreciation of the needs of individuals
 5.  SOCIAL IDENTITY – IDENTIFIACTION WITH LEADERSHIP 

This list of five clusters of meaning expanded to 15 clusters of meaning 
for the whole transcribed interview with Joe. 

Themes: Working iteratively between the clusters and the transcribed 
interview, a set of dominant themes emerged as central features shap-
ing the lived experience of leadership learning. These themes began 
to emerge and cohere towards underlying influences on learning. For 
this interviewee they were: 

 1. Clarity of beliefs about effective leadership driven from experience 
 2.  Impact of notable people and critical episodes on understanding 

of leadership 
 3. Social context shaping leadership perspectives 
 4. Abuse of power – bullying 
 5. Value of task-driven behaviour 
 6. Importance of teamwork

The themes highlighted are subsequently compared to managers within 
the same group and then compared between the groups to develop 
insights into leadership learning. The themes illustrated in Chapter 7 
provide the foundations for an explanation of underlying influences on 
leadership learning outlined in Chapter 8. 

•

•
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Sample characteristics

Although a purposive sample strategy (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003) was adopt-
ed, the breadth of characteristics of the sample requires discussion. Many 
respondents within the sample were identified through a convenience 
sample of prior personal networks with the author and this may have had 
a distorting influence on the interview process. If any sample distortion 
did exist, the strategy of hiding the research questions limited potential for 
respondent bias. The size of the sample in each sector reflected my judge-
ment on a variety of respondents required to explore dimensions of lead-
ership learning. It was considered that about ten managers were sufficient 
to reveal common and distinctive characteristics of influences present in 
respective populations at a cross-sectoral perspective. Criticism of the rep-
resentative nature of the samples is acknowledged, most particularly with 
owner-managers, where ten managers have been examined out of a popu-
lation in the UK of some 3.5 million. However, a strong justification lies 
with the practical limitations of the volume of transcribed qualitative data 
that can be interpreted without losing sight of the context from which it 
was derived, and not overlooking the nuance detail contained therein. 
Finally, it needs to be emphasised that the sample constitutes white men 
and women resident in the UK. An ethnic or non-UK sample of managers 
could well produce very different influences or different emphases of sug-
gested causes shaping leadership learning. 

Generalisation

Can 40 interviews provide the basis for generalisation on leadership 
learning? It would be an appropriate criticism of this study if claims were 
being made that the explanation of underlying influences on leadership 
learning were representational to all situations. To no extent is it being 
claimed in this book that the explanations can be inferred as represen-
tational across the sectors – rather that explanations reveal influences 
of what appear to be common in some situations examined, but not 
in others (notably in owner-manager contexts). Thus explanation and 
theoretical propositions in this book are, at best, only a suggestion of 
tendencies for influences to shape leadership learning. Further research 
on explanations in alternative contexts would enable such tendencies to 
be explored and give, perhaps, more insight into underlying influences.

Leadership learning of women

Emphasis needs to be made to a specific weakness in this study related to 
stumbling onto the influence of gender. It was not the intention to explore 
such differences; rather the differences emerged through the grounded 
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research. In hindsight, this perhaps was most obvious, particularly after 
reading part of the abundant literature on gender and its impact within 
organisations on careers and career expectations of women. It now seems 
inevitable that the lived experience of women, and associated influences 
on leadership learning, would be notably different. 

Criticisms could be made regarding the research strategy, for example, 
in terms of sample size and sample heterogeneity, or for the relatively 
limited literature reviewed used to interpret the data from the lived 
experiences of the women sample. In essence, the interpretations may 
be severely restricted in regard to the explanations explicated. I decided 
that despite such potential criticisms, the importance of the emergent 
findings and explanations should be discussed with a clear caveat rec-
ognising the limitations and the need for further research.

Phenomenological analysis

Of great significance to the process of data analysis has been the use of 
phenomenological analysis (Hycner, 1985). Judgement has been used 
to create the clusters of meaning and associated themes that have been 
central to the substantive thesis of leadership learning. But not all the 
steps advocated by Hycner (1985) in phenomenological analysis were 
followed. Specifically, Hycner recommends that independent verifica-
tion should be utilised to check that the clusters and themes could be 
found independent to the researcher. I decided that it would be more 
relevant to the focus of the study to check that the emergent clusters 
and themes had resonance with the interviewees – did the themes and 
associated explanations make sense to them? 

Summary

The above criticisms need to be seen in the context of the overall aim 
that the explanations and arguments of leadership learning need to 
have resonance with experiences of managers. To date the themes 
and explanations of Chapters 7 and 8 have been discussed both with 
the interviewees and with many managers subsequently in leader-
ship development programmes. Although aspects and emphasis of the 
explanations vary, from manager to manager there appears to be the 
resonance I was seeking. Resonance is the key word. The themes and 
explanations do not in any way purport to be truths. The explanation is 
‘an’ explanation; there are many possible explanations. The importance 
is in the extent that the ideas are helpful to managers and researchers to 
understand the complex and contextualised process of leadership learn-
ing and the development of leadership practice. 
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7
Exploring Leadership Learning: 
Four Case Profiles

This chapter seeks to explore how contextualised leadership learning 
occurs. The structure of the chapter will first examine leadership learn-
ing in the public sector, and then compare these insights to the private 
sector, to women’s leadership learning and finally to owner-managers. 
Although the insights are drawn from a sample of managers in each 
of these groups, the chapter will highlight one individual per group. 
This is to enable someone who wishes to compare their experiences to 
those of another individual from a similar context. Accordingly each 
case profile will be established. A narrative is outlined of the story 
of their lived experience from which themes are drawn out. Finally 
comparisons are made between the groups to identify similarities and 
differences. 

This chapter will separate each of these groups into Parts A, B, C 
and D.

Part A: Influences on leadership learning in the public sector

The prominent themes identified in the public sector were the salience 
of leadership and associated identity construction as a leader forged 
through career pathways. These pathways enabled role experiences and 
most significantly provided access to, and participation with, notable 
people. These elements will be shown to dominate leadership learning 
in the public group. For these managers, processes of formal learning 
were considered low in significance compared to informal naturalistic 
learning. The public group constitutes ten managers. Daniel’s story use-
fully represents the other nine managers.

121

PPL-UK_HM-Kempster_Ch007.indd   121PPL-UK_HM-Kempster_Ch007.indd   121 1/15/2009   6:57:42 AM1/15/2009   6:57:42 AM



122  How Managers Have Learnt to Lead

Daniels’s Story

Daniel, Director of Education for a county council was in his late 
fifties at the time of the interview. His entire career was within the 
field of education. He initially was a teacher but then moved into 
educational administration for the vast majority of his employed 
experiences. Daniel has been employed in locations throughout the 
UK. His story captures the public sector ethos of service and as such 
he is a most suitable representative of the public group.

Aspirational identity – a desire to become

For the managers in the public group leadership was a most prominent 
aspect of their lives – it was highly salient. The salience had increased 
through their career pathways but invariably there was a trigger or 
catalyst that brought the importance of leadership to the fore. Daniel 
commented on the significance of leadership to himself in carrying out 
his role: 

It’s at the heart of what I do. You wade through great piles of paper 
and then you stop and you read something, or you hear something, 
or you pick up something in the business and you say ‘just a minute, 
clear the paper away, this has now got to preoccupy me. This is what 
I’m here to do.

The association of personal salience and identification with leadership 
and how that leadership is practiced was closely associated with organi-
sational purpose and role identification; Daniel continued: 

I have got a lot of managerial skills but I think leadership is what 
I’m about. Some times I feel almost like a spare part, things are going 
on and people are leading different aspects. I use to think ‘what on 
earths going on’, my Protestant work ethic would force me to get 
in there. But I’ve come to understand in this role that sometimes I 
have to be strategic, set the climate and other times I need to address 
small things and be visible. I like to think people would say of me 
that he doesn’t interfere when he’s not needed but if you need him 
he’s there. One of the strengths of this department is our response 
to crises and I think it’s true of a lot of public service that they pull 
every single stop out. We’ve had bus crashes, with school children on 
board, with the roof being ripped off under a low bridge, or schools 
being burnt down – 4 schools destroyed by fire in two and half years. 
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I would go out cos I thought that was important for the head to be 
seen and active with the governors, head-teachers, parents, children 
the community; intervention is invert to success, if the schools or my 
team are successful then [I] tend to stand well back. It’s too easy to 
roll up your sleeves and interfere. 

The essence of Daniel’s orientation and practice of leading and sense 
of identity as a leader in his context of a local authority reflects the 
history and antecedents of leadership practice anticipated in this situ-
ation. Additionally there is a sense of uniqueness that Daniel brings to 
his practice as a result of his lived experience in terms of values, skills 
and behaviours associated with leadership. The idiosyncratic and highly 
personal nature of leadership learning through lived experience is cap-
tured in Daniel’s timeline. 

Baptist 
upbringing:
Activities
and values

Father
as role
model

Durham
University

Notable
teacher

First job as a
Teacher; but
wanted to make
a bigger difference

Diploma in
Business
administration

Local authority:
Education departments
in various locations

Numerous notable people:
Good and bad

Pathway of roles at
Increasing senior levels

What cannot be illustrated through timelines is the complexity of 
influences that occur as continual routines of experiential impact. The 
importance of these ‘headline’ notations is akin to memory stores of 
someone’s tacit knowledge of leadership shaping their leadership prac-
tice. By identifying and exploring these ‘memory stores’ Daniel was 
able to recall and draw together insight into his sense of ‘becoming’ a 
leader. Of greatest significance to Daniel and the other managers, both 
in the public and private sectors (and of similar note in the extant lit-
erature) was the influence of organisational contexts. However, prior 
formative experiences are important as initial foundations or catalysts 
for leadership learning. For example, the Christian upbringing as a 
Baptist and his father’s role as a Deacon were expressed as continu-
ing values that shaped Daniel’s sense of purpose and have influenced 
his practice: ‘a sense of security and deep trust and rootedness, the 
importance of vocation and the notion of personal relationships’. The 
Baptist church provided Daniel with opportunities to observe people 
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(elders of the church) in prominent leadership positions and role 
enactments: 

When I was with youth teams I used to lead groups. When I went to 
university I used to take the services at the age of 18! There were two 
of us and we would take it in turns to do the leading and the other 
the sermon bit in small village communities.

What is most difficult to explicitly draw out in Daniel’s story, and echoed 
with all of the managers interviewed, is a sense of what Lave and Wenger 
(1991) describe as situated learning – a process of learning akin to an 
apprenticeship (see also Kempster, 2006). Within such apprenticeships 
Lave and Wenger identified the gradual process of ‘becoming’ associated 
with engagement and participation with others in particular contexts. 
Daniel’s story reflected a process of ‘becoming’ a leader; this process was 
catalysed in his formative youth through involvement with the Baptist 
church, and notably his father. This was different for the other managers 
in the public group; leadership was not salient until the commencement 
of their employed experiences and even then much later dependent on 
how quickly they joined the career pathway to leadership apprenticeship. 
The catalyst for all the managers appeared to be through observing at 
close hand notable people in particular circumstances: for Daniel in his 
formative years but for the remainder within their organisational careers. 

Impact of notable people

The impact of notable people, both positive and negative, arguably has 
had a greater impact than other aspects of these managers’ learning of 
leadership. In particular, notable people within an employed situation 
at the formative career stage of becoming associated with leadership 
appeared to be most dominant. Daniel’s journey to leadership in the 
public sector commenced as a schoolteacher, teaching A-level French, 
then he met a key person: 

I wasn’t sure how long I would do this, or where it would lead. 
I remember thinking would I be satisfied being a head-teacher and 
filling in forms. Then I met the Deputy Director of Education for 
Newcastle, through my wife, and spent an hour with him. I remem-
ber he said ‘don’t stay too long in teaching otherwise you won’t get 
the range of experience you need’. This was most formative really. I 
planned my career a bit like a military exercise. I did a range of differ-
ent teaching at different places. I felt I needed formal management 
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qualifications, perhaps it was a lack of confidence, anyway I did 
a Diploma in Public Administration for two years at Newcastle 
Polytechnic, and then I went into Warwickshire to my first post in 
administration as Deputy Area Education Officer.

In this post Daniel spoke of being ‘immediately thrown into things that 
made a difference’. He spoke with passion about working on children’s 
training centres for children with learning difficulties. Daniel connected 
his aspirations to make a difference with a clear vocational purpose asso-
ciated with education. He recognised that being in a leadership role was 
the key for him to make this difference. This aspiration to make a differ-
ence through leadership drove Daniel to continue to advance his career. 
The following extract from Daniels’s interview illustrates the unfolding 
of his career pathway towards this aspirant goal. He described numerous 
roles and even more numerous formative influences of notable people: 

And I went from Warwick to Leeds and Leeds just blew my mind. 
From L [name removed] … he was an appalling man, Machiavelli 
would have felt at home. C [name removed], who became Director in 
Northumberland, he was a very good role model for me, and I learnt 
a tremendous amount from that. Then there was S [name removed], 
who became the Director at Leeds he was much more staid but he was 
very stubborn. In Warwickshire I worked with B [name removed] who 
became Director in Solihull and he was energetic but he wasn’t in the 
same league really, I would say, as a leader as S. S was 6’4” and I only 
saw him lose his temper once and that was with the NUT and there 
was stunned silence. The job I had in Leeds as Research and Planning 
Officer was fortuitous in a way as I got to work closely with the deputy 
and director. S was always very supportive. The role gave me a national 
profile and as a result of this I became elected to the National Council 
of the Society of Education Officers. I worked with some impressive 
people. The President J [name removed] was brilliant, he was Director 
of Education at Cheshire. I remember a meeting he was chairing and 
he let me lead, ‘my colleague Daniel will now take it up’.

Daniel continued to talk of numerous other key people he worked 
with both in his role in Leeds and in the Society. The prominence and 
dominance of influence from notable people was common to the other 
managers in the public group. Of importance for these mangers was 
the early formative influence related to leadership practices and identi-
ties of the contexts they operated in: for Daniel this was the Education 
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Department of a County Council. This association of people with cur-
rent identities and contexts was common in the entire sample. The 
fluency and richness of descriptions of notables, both good and bad, 
was most striking as a common and distinctive process shaping concep-
tions of leadership and the importance of observational learning from 
notable people seems to be most significant. The occurrence and promi-
nence of notable people was invariably through role enactments. These 
allowed Daniel and the other mangers to not only come in contact, but 
also participate with these notables. 

Role enactment

Of surprise in the analysis of the public sector managers was the rela-
tively limited emphasis on the process of learning through enactment 
or learning by doing. The surprise is associated with a difference from 
the extant literature which has identified that learning by doing domi-
nates learning of management. Perhaps in part this finding illustrates 
the difference in learning processes that managers within this study 
associated with leadership. Within each interview there was an explicit 
focus on ‘how have you learnt how to lead’. The orientation of the 
response was towards learning from others and incidents, or episodes 
of learning, in which notable others dominated. The managers did not 
recall the numerous episodes and incidents of their leadership. This 
might reflect a sense of modesty and humility, although I did encour-
age them to tell more. For example, Daniel’s story continued with his 
next career move: 

So I applied for the Deputy’s job in East Sussex and was appointed. 
The deputy’s job was interesting. T [name removed] was a very expe-
rienced, soon to retire Chief Education Officer, and he was a gentle-
man. He had a wonderful turn of phrase, he was very good at final 
speeches and farewells. And I picked up a lot from him. One of the 
attractions to the job was that he let you get on with it. He should 
have managed more, but he had been there for a long time and I 
was relatively young and energetic and we changed a lot of things. It 
was the first time that I was actually aware of the need for structural 
change. I was a leader at East Sussex and a lot of people knew me and 
we went through some interesting and challenging times.

This form of description without detail of the experiential learning 
from the role enactments was most typical. The managers struggled to 
describe the specifics of the enactments and how these shaped their 
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learning and their practice. The nearest Daniel came to reflective explo-
ration of a learning incident was the following: 

We closed a special school and that put me on television and in 
conflict with Mr Baker (Secretary of State for Education) … and we 
introduced GCSEs and I had two complete loonies … who said we 
aren’t going to teach GCSEs, we are historians. I like history but 
crying out loud … so I was on television for that. I sacked both of 
them eventually. But it was really interesting just to work your way 
through that.

This was a typical illustration of descriptions of learning through enact-
ment. There is very little reference to specifics on leading people but 
rather more to do with events. This may reflect the repetitive nature of 
personal leading that is difficult to recall in memory, unlike major and dis-
crete non-recurring emotionally charged events – explored in Chapter 3 
reviewing memory recall from repetitive activities. However, all of the 
interviewees provided a chronology of roles with increasing levels of 
responsibility. The enactment of such roles within career pathways pro-
vides an implicit development process of learning towards becoming 
the aspired identity as leader. Nevertheless it needs to be stressed, even 
if this is axiomatic, that roles and their enactment are prevalent to the 
group and undoubtedly most central to learning how to lead. 

Situated learning

Daniel’s interview echoes that of the other managers. He described learn-
ing in participation with notable people within discrete communities. 
His practice of leadership was embedded in the roles, skills, values and 
assumptions of these contexts. His identity and sense of purpose was 
anchored within the broader community of local authority education, 
this being, in a sense, a form of learning of a practice that reflects an 
apprenticeship. Not an apprenticeship in a formal organised sense, but 
rather informal that occurs through the enactment opportunities provid-
ed through a career pathway. In essence these elements form the learning 
process known as situated learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991 – described in 
Chapter 3). 

None of the managers provided details of this form of learning but 
it was unquestionably implicit in their stories. It is perhaps inevitable 
that there is minimal reflection towards recall of the detailed aspects of 
situated learning as it generates tacit knowledge – that knowledge and 
learning about something that you know and understand but cannot 
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express. It reflects a sense of becoming without knowing how you have 
become. It is shared knowledge within a community that exists between 
people which enables them to behave as a community. It provides the 
subtle cues of what it is to be a leader in the Education Department of 
a Local Authority as understood by Daniel and by the community. This 
form of learning seems most significant as it connects together many 
aspects overtly described by the managers in their reviews of their lived 
experience, however, it is imperceptible to the managers, thereby limit-
ing immediate recall. The importance of situated learning of leadership 
practice did not become salient until processes of data analysis and 
examining the transcripts in detail. As a consequence the interview 
process did not seek to explore such learning during the interviews. 
With hindsight aspects that might have been explored with the manag-
ers reflect the following: 

How particular meeting agendas are organised and conducted
The values and beliefs that underpin discourse
The accessibility of leaders 
The clothes leaders wear
Forms of power used by leaders

If as a consequence of undertaking the process outlined in Chapter 6 
someone has examined their leadership learning they might want to go 
back over their experience and distil such aspects. These aspects of situat-
ed learning are described by Gherhardi et al. (1998) as situated curriculum 
and occur along pathways of participative practice. Such situated curricula 
are naturalistic occurring through the activities of undertaking roles. The 
nature and specificity of these curricula is bespoken to the organisational 
practices required to undertake the roles. Through this process of situated 
learning, practices become learnt and subtly specialised to a particular 
context. For example, how meetings are run in Lancaster University 
Management School will be different to other University Management 
Schools if an examination is undertaken of the fine detail of the practice. 
During these participative apprenticed pathways a manager’s sense of 
identity and confidence in their capability to enact the role and practice 
of a leader in a particular context becomes tested. In part these tests are 
akin to assessments in an apprenticed curriculum. 

Confidence and capability to lead

Through all cases there are a number of key incidents or episodes that 
have caused the managers to re-evaluate their perspective and practice 

•
•
•
•
•
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of leadership and their self-efficacy of leading. Daniel outlined a most 
‘brutal learning incident’ when he sought to become promoted from a 
Deputy to Director of Education: 

I didn’t get East Sussex. I felt absolutely gutted when they appointed 
an experienced director who had been there as a professional assist-
ant many years before. He was fine, a very able and professional 
person. But I was really gutted by that. Appointments are made by 
members with a Chief Executive to steer them. The Chief Executive 
is often looking for people in their own image. It sort of took me 
quite a while to regain my confidence. For example, I applied for five 
jobs as Director of Education over six months before I got this one. I 
remember going to Devon and the leader of the council said to me, 
quite appalling when you look back on it; he said “how would you 
manage in a big public meeting trying to close a school? You’re a bit 
of a poofta really!”

Daniel continued to explain that the members were seeking people like 
his earlier ‘bad’ role models up in Leeds. He chose then to connect this 
bad experience to a feminine approach to leading and commented: 

What I haven’t said as well is the impact of women leaders. In this 
job I have appointed more women leaders because they were the best 
people and I actively try and distance from the macho male leader-
ship models.

The emerging shift in values and styles of leadership oriented around 
masculine and feminine leadership within Daniel’s context will be 
developed shortly within the women managers group. However, it 
should be noted that this was significant to Daniel and despite the 
incident affecting his confidence it reaffirmed his desire to become a 
director and change the system and attitudes towards leadership from a 
position of influence. He was appointed as the Director of Education of 
a major authority in the Northwest in 1991 and remained in post until 
he retired recently. The authority is highly regarded in no small part 
due to his leadership capability and practice leading the largest depart-
ment in this Council. Daniel has been recognised for the leadership he 
provided signalled by his becoming an honoree lifetime President of the 
Society of Education Officers. 

It is interesting to note that Daniel described in detail many leader-
ship issues that have faced him and ongoing issues that are part of the 
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flux of his everyday leadership role. Undoubtedly Daniel is learning 
from these but his story of learning reflects his formative experiences. 
In a sense his practice and identity have been formed, and the everyday 
enactments are further refinements. This refinement of practice and 
identity is within a community. Daniel is being shaped by his ongoing 
interactions with others in this community. Equally, and of impor-
tance to Chapters 8 and 9, Daniel is shaping and elaborating the next 
generation of apprentice leaders through enactments in roles, through 
himself as a notable person and through the complex nuances of situ-
ated learning. 

Formal learning

It is unsurprising to note that Daniel, as Director of Education, greatly 
values the formal role of education. However, it is also interesting 
to note that he didn’t place prominence on formal learning in his 
development. The only connection in his formative development was 
the Diploma in Public Administration he undertook to enable him to 
switch from being a teacher to commencing the pathway to becoming 
a Director of Education. This would appear on first glance to be central 
to the development of leadership practice. Not the case. The value here 
was in regard to confidence. It may also be associated with the begin-
ning of the informal apprenticeship and signalled a change in aspirant 
identity from being a teacher to a manager or leader. This perspective 
on formal learning was continually reflected with all managers in the 
public sector group. 

This is not a surprising finding. The extant leadership – outlined in 
Chapter 4 – confirms that we learn how to lead not in the classroom 
but through our lived experience; particularly our experiences within 
organisational contexts. Daniel’s story affirms this point. 

Summary of themes

The dominant process shaping leadership learning in this group of 
public sector managers was notable people. The impact of notables 
appeared to create a stimulus for identification and salience of leader-
ship to the individual, and notable people stimulated an example for 
role enactment. The context of leadership had significant impact on the 
behaviour of notable people and the variety of notable people available 
to observe. The context provided the structural and cultural background 
to processes of situated learning that has a subsequent impact on role 
enactment and the development of leadership practice. 
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The limited explicit mention of learning within role enactments does 
not mean that learning has not occurred. Rather, like ‘black-matter’ in the 
universe, its presence seems ubiquitous. In essence, imperceptible learning 
from daily routines through participation enabled the nuance meanings 
and practices of leadership to be learnt. This argument reflects the emer-
gence of leadership learning as an informal, naturalistic apprenticeship 
with a situated curriculum bespoken at each context. In a paradoxical 
way the identification that formal learning had limited impact on the 
lived experience of these managers confirms that learning to lead must 
occur through other sources – such as those identified. Nevertheless for a 
number of public sector managers’ formal learning was a context catalytic 
in its impact on identity, self-efficacy, affirmation and reflection. 

The next case profile of Ian will compare these dominant themes 
from the public sector with managers from the private sector.

Part B: Influences on leadership learning in the private sector

The private sector group constituted 12 managers. There was strong 
similarity of influences on leadership learning between the public and 
private sector groups. Embedded practices learnt through participation 
were similarly present in the private sector as with the public sector. 
Role enactment had limited discussion, with a comparable low value 
placed on formal learning. Perhaps the largest difference between 
the groups was that identity and salience of leadership were arguably 
stronger in private sector, along with a clearer and more valued career 
pathway to becoming a leader that started much earlier in a manager’s 
career. The most striking similarity was the dominance of notable people 
formatively influencing leadership learning. 

Ian’s Story

Ian was in his mid-fifties at the time of the interview. He was the 
Managing Director of a manufacturing company in the ceramics 
industry, but his career had predominately been in vehicle manu-
facture until his current post. Employed by six organisations he had 
experienced a wide spectrum of situations and circumstances. His 
breadth of experience in a range of contexts makes him an interest-
ing window through which to capture the private sector managers. 

Within the public sector group most of the managers built up their 
story of leadership learning from their early family experiences. Daniel, 
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for example, continued to anchor his sense of identity and practice as 
a leader with values learnt from a young age. This was much less com-
mon with the private sector managers in terms of significance placed 
on formative involvement. For example, Ian did not anchor his experi-
ences to his upbringing other than with teachers. For Ian the crucibles 
of his development were the variety of organisational contexts. These 
were dominated by notable people, good, but mostly bad captured in 
his timeline. 

School teacher:
Bullies and
elder brothers

Rolls Royce:
Graduate Engineer
Notable people

MBA:
Confidence
and affirmation

British Rail:
First role as
leader

Rover:
Worst leadership
experiences

Leyland Bus (Volvo):
CEO, Cultural
differences

LUMS:
Sabbatical

Building Adhesives:
CEO
Refining practice

Butterley Engineering:
Senior manager, experiences
with senior board

The story behind the prominent headings is the dominance of con-
textual variety and the ever presence of notable people. A theme that 
continues to recur throughout Ian’s discussion on leadership is the 
notion of a leader as a ‘bully’ or an ‘elder brother’. These two characters 
emerged in Ian’s earliest recollections of leadership – schoolteachers: 

I guess my very earliest influence were schoolteachers where again 
every teacher had their own different style. Some were bullies – there 
was no question about that, motivating by fear. But there was one, 
Mr S [name deleted] who particularly influenced me. He did have a 
reputation at school for being an absolute tyrant. In reality he was 
nothing of the sort. He was firm and stood no nonsense but equally if 
you had a problem he was more than happy to sit and talk it through 
with you. I always felt that was probably the most formative style. 
There was no question about his being in control of the classroom. 
He led the agenda. He moved the pace. He censured those who were 
out of line; but would occasionally ask ‘can you come and see me 
sometime? I think we need to chat about a few things’. You would go 
and see him in his room and he was helpful, supportive, questioning. 
Almost like a big brother in a sense. But he could be a bit of a bully as 
well; he could be a bit of a tyrant. But equally he was a friend. I think 
that is probably the earliest influence I had, being able to fill those 
two roles. This has stayed with me through my career. 
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This dominant dichotomy of bully and elder brother will be shown 
to be most central to Ian’s experiences in the variety of employed 
contexts. Ian began his career as an engineer, after graduating from 
university. Through his career a shift of identity occurred moving 
away from engineering to leadership. However, through all his expe-
riences, as an engineer or as a leader, notable people were the most 
prominent and formative influence on the development of his leader-
ship practice. 

Notable people

The influence of notable people was the most dominant and common 
influence for all of the private-sector interviewees. Frequent mention was 
made of numerous people, conceived and differentiated between good 
and bad leadership behaviour, experienced predominantly in organisa-
tional contexts. The interviews identified the generative impact of nota-
ble people on leadership conceptions and practice in a manner that was 
strikingly similar to the public sector group: 

My first work place experience was as an engineer for Rolls Royce. 
After graduation I went back to Rolls Royce and completed the fifth 
year of the five-year apprenticeship and then took up my first place-
ment. The guy that recruited me into the department I have to say 
fell into the big brother category and he was a very positive influ-
ence. There was never any question that he was in control. He would 
come out and say ‘do this for me and I need it by three o’clock’ and 
you did it because you knew that if he said he wanted it by three 
o’clock he needed it by three o’clock and his ass would be on the line 
if it wasn’t ready. He just had this aura about him. He never conned 
you. He never tricked you. He never asked you for things that weren’t 
necessary. He was always there to provide advice if you asked him. 
You could always go into his office and say ‘I’ve got a problem can 
you help me?’ Monday to Thursday he was completely in control. 
He was like a big brother. Then on Fridays the work pattern at Rolls 
Royce was that we finished at lunchtime so it was a half-day. And it 
became a tradition that we all went to the pub on Friday lunchtimes 
and of course he was there and he always bought the first round. In 
one sense, he was clearly in control but at the same time he had the 
ability to be one of the team. To say he was the first among equals 
would be totally wrong because he was clearly and unquestionably in 
control. But had the ability to be part of the team but not surrender 
his status.
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As Ian progressed through his timeline he illustrated more and more 
examples of notable people – both good and bad. Ian moved from Rolls 
Royce to British Rail where he described bad notable people leading his 
group of engineering researchers. The situation got so bad that Ian was 
asked by his boss’s boss to step in and lead the team. This would lead to 
his first enactment of leading; but first the description of his boss: 

I left Roll Royce and went to work for British Rail Research in the 
research centre. And I guess that was when I first came across what I 
would call a disastrous manager. The guy was political. He was look-
ing to position himself in the eyes of collective superiors. This guy 
just didn’t have the ability to relate; to get engaged; to communicate 
and all we saw was the positioning and political maneuvering. And 
he just lost the respect of people. There was no respect for him at all 
and eventually it ended in disaster.

Situated and enacted learning

Through Ian’s story he described a series of roles rather than enact-
ments. This was similar for all the mangers both private and public sec-
tors, male and female. The same argument described in Daniel’s story 
applies similarly to the private-sector interviewees. There was limited 
discussion of enactments and a dearth of insights into situated learning. 
These were clearly occurring but not readily accessible. Discussions in 
Chapter 3 on the functioning of memory highlighted that events are 
more easily recalled if they are novel, the first experience or an emo-
tional episode. Ian illustrated this point in his ability to recall his first 
moment of leading in an organisational context: 

In the British Rail role I did get thrust into leadership. I mean in a 
small way. I was about 25 at the time. We had a small department. 
The head of that department was the guy described earlier. We were a 
sub-contract group. The relationship between the head of our group 
and the head of the client group broke down to the point that it 
actually became quite personal. Quite nasty. The head of our group 
was moved to one side and his line manager asked me to lead the 
work. I had to do a lot of bridge building to try to re-build the rela-
tionship with the client group. Sometimes it was a bit like dancing 
on eggshells. Being very careful, trying always to stress that we were 
not trying to undermine their position or criticise them but there 
were issues we needed to discuss. That was I guess the first time I had 
ever been asked to take responsibility for a group of people directly. 
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What I learnt very quickly and have followed since is that people 
have got justifiable sensitivities and you try not to ruffle them up, 
or to upset them or to antagonise them. So you do go carefully. You 
go round them, you are reassuring. Other times you just want to 
jump on them. I think one thing I did learn in those early stages it 
is always wrong to try to ignore that those sensitivities exist. I think 
they always have to be put on the table. To indicate that you recog-
nise them.

The frequency and variety of roles and critical incidents described 
in each respective interview implied enactment and the potential of 
learning through doing. However, and most similar to the public sec-
tor group, the interviewees did not describe how they learnt from their 
own enactment, but rather linked learning to other people through role 
participation along their career pathways. 

Career pathway enabling leadership learning

What became striking to Ian from this episode of leading was the 
increased salience of leadership. At the time of the incident Ian saw 
himself as an engineer. This enactment of leading acted as a catalyst. 
He saw the value placed on leadership and the career opportunities. The 
career pathway to becoming a leader became very explicit: 

I basically ran with that project for about a year and a half. As an 
individual I was now becoming more interested in the organisation/
managerial aspects of industry rather than purely technical matters. 
I was very heavily technically oriented. In fact at one point I was con-
sidered an expert on the lubrication of high-speed taper rolling bear-
ings in railway applications! I guess it was managing these sensitive 
relationships that awoke me to the fact that I quite enjoyed it. And 
it was also quite clear that within the research division of a nation-
alised industry, as it was then, the opportunity to develop a career 
in that direction would be limited. I actually took two years leave of 
absence from British Rail and went to Manchester Business School. 
That was 1977–1979 so I would be 27 when I made that decision.

After the MBA Ian’s pathway to leadership became more explicit. He 
joined (UK PLC) a company he would rejoin, and was with them at the 
time of the interview: 

I was dispatched to one of their engineering companies in 
Derbyshire. My boss in that situation was the MD and he was ex 
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MBS – some five years ahead of me. And we got a great team going. 
We were early to mid 30s and we turned the business round as 
simple as that. Great camaraderie, great team spirit. A lot of mutual 
respect. We had our disagreements but there was a lot of mutual 
respect and we were not treading on each other’s toes in our areas 
of expertise. And we changed the company from the roots upwards. 
It was evident that one of the characteristics of the company was 
that there was a high level of status awareness. Individuals carried 
their perceived status in symbols, their car, their class of travel by 
air or rail or the convenience of their allocated parking space. This 
status carried over into the decision making processes which in turn 
meant that the evolution of the business was severely hampered 
due to the dominant influence of seniority and hence tradition.

The next part of the pathway was to Rover: 

I was head-hunted. Probably extremely flattered to be head-hunted 
and I accepted the job to head up the computer engineering group in 
Rover. And I guess I’m now moving into the most formative period of 
my career. We had everybody in Rover – from the guy you could work 
with to the guys you would willingly take into a corner and put a bul-
let between their eyes. Rover at that time was in absolute and utter 
chaos. It was in the downslide from management styles and stupid 
decisions were being made all over the place. A lot of the decisions 
were being made by people who were blatantly incapable or inap-
propriate to make those decisions. And a lot of the decision-making 
was politically based. So it was absolute and utter chaos. And I worked 
with – or came across people who were just blatant bullies. Anybody 
who had any lack of backbone was just sort of rolled over. And I think 
that quite clearly demonstrated to me what was bad about manage-
ment. How not to manage, how not to deal with people and the kind 
of environment in which people do not perform. Fortunately I got 
out of it when I was offered a role with Leyland Bus, part of the group 
which had recently been taken over by the Volvo Corporation. They 
were looking to re-build their management team and I was offered 
the job of Operations Director with responsibility for manufacturing, 
assembly, logistics, purchasing and that sort of thing – operational 
activities. And to me it was a god-send it was an opportunity to get 
out. I’m richer for the experience but for me the scars lived long.

The pathway of enactments continued with the ‘Volvo experience’. 
Ian moved from Operations Director to Managing Director with the 
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departure of the MD in the space of a few months. He commented on 
this leadership career progression: 

So I suddenly had responsibility for 1500 people in two factories. And 
working on integrating the business into the Volvo Bus Corporation. 
I guess going back, the thought of suddenly being responsible for a 
company of 1500 people is quite daunting. In my British Leyland 
career I started off heading up a small computer group which was 
responsible for about four people. Then I was given responsibility for 
technical development, which gave me a team of about 50 people. 
And then I was moved to run production in the pressing division 
with responsibility for two factories: Swindon, and Llanelli in South 
Wales with responsibility for about 3000 people. Around my career 
I had this responsibility for large numbers of people and so picking 
up responsibility for a company and 1500 – it wasn’t the size of the 
job that was new, it was in terms of the legalities of being a company 
director that was quite a sharp learning experience.

Although Ian had two more posts in his career, he did not consider 
them to be formative to his leadership practice: 

These last two posts refine what I know. Its not that I’m not seeking 
to be better, but I think I am the leader I’m going to be.

The leader career pathway appears to be highly valued within the pri-
vate sector. The valued goal of becoming a leader itself perhaps raises 
the salience and aspirational identity at an earlier stage than in the pub-
lic sector group. This may be through the greater visibility of the career 
pathway to leadership at a much earlier stage; perhaps reflecting the 
prominence of teams and the team leader role at all levels in the private 
sector. The pathway as an influence on leadership learning not only 
appears to enhance salience and identification, it also provides legiti-
mised arenas to observe notable people and enact leadership through 
successively more significant and demanding roles. 

The leadership pathway implicitly affirmed a leader identity and 
increasing notions of self-efficacy of performing this valued identity 
through the role enactments and confirming process by the institution. 
Hence there is a sense of apprenticeship and acceptance of becoming a 
leader by both themselves and by others in the organisation.1 

Aspired identity and salience of leadership

The career pathway travelled by these managers appeared to have greatly 
influenced their recognition both explicitly and implicitly of an identity 
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as a general manager and as a leader. However, it should be noted that 
for some, professional identities such as an engineer, marketing manager 
or accountant, affected their timing for entering the career pathway and 
shifting orientation away from their professional identity and towards 
that of a leader. Interestingly, two of the group who described themselves 
as middle managers identified much less with being a leader and were 
much more comfortable with being associated with their professional 
expertise. In a sense they were part-way along their apprenticed journey – 
leadership was becoming more salient. It would be most interesting to 
return to these managers as they progressed along their pathways to 
explore degrees of salience and identity of leadership and self-efficacy 
expectations of leading – more on this in Chapter 8. 

A metaphor to describe what may be occurring would be like a bright-
ness switch: for the middle managers the light was dim but increasing; 
for the late identity switchers, the accountants and engineers such as 
Ian, the light had become stronger midway through their careers. For 
the managers who commenced their careers as generalists the light 
become bright early on – they strongly valued and identified with lead-
ership and aspired to become such a valued identity at a very earlier 
stage in their careers. 

For all the managers in this group, like with the public sector group, 
the importance and high personal salience with leadership and the role 
of the leader was triggered by a critical incident involving a notable per-
son. Such participative engagement with notables, can also be seen as 
an unintended outcome of formal learning through peer comparison. 

Formal learning

Formally organised development, in the form of education and develop-
ment training, was seen to be of low significance to leadership practice 
of the private-sector interviewees in terms of designed curriculum. All of 
the group had experienced some type of formal development and were 
generally jaundiced about the value of the training in terms of learning 
about leadership. Rather it acted for some as a catalyst to reflect over 
their experiences, often eliciting comments of affirming understanding 
and providing assuring confidence. For some, formal training was an 
opportunity to network and benchmark themselves against their peers. 
Ian commented on the value of his MBA: 

I learnt a lot of technical skills, accounting and so on. I felt it was 
the accounting and finance that I thought was the one bit of my 
portfolio that I needed to build up from scratch. Quite a lot of the 

PPL-UK_HM-Kempster_Ch007.indd   138PPL-UK_HM-Kempster_Ch007.indd   138 1/15/2009   6:57:44 AM1/15/2009   6:57:44 AM



Exploring Leadership Learning: Four Case Profiles  139

other stuff was useful and I enjoyed it but the over-riding conclu-
sion I reached and it sounds a bit arrogant is that it was legitimising 
the instincts that I had developed. So it was not changing the way I 
behaved or the way that I thought about it. What it did actually do 
was to give legitimacy or under-pinning credibility to some of the 
intuitive or instinctive views that I had formed about dealing with 
people and working with people and being motivated. I think it also 
gave me the confidence to come out and jump into situations which 
previously I might have backed off from because I thought it was out 
of my depth.

The intended impact of formally organised development is suggested 
to have been very limited. However, it does appear to have other 
unintended outcomes, in particular a sense of shaping and affirming 
identity and the opening up of career pathways. For example, being 
chosen to attend a formal development programme was a sense of 
recognition by the organisation that the delegate was seen to have 
potential worth investing in – for some this recognition was the first 
time they saw themselves having leadership potential. As such, formal 
programmes have the potential to be the start of an apprenticeship by 
making leadership salient and stimulating identity association with 
this role. 

Comparing influences between the public and private groups

The comparison between the public and private sector groups illustrates 
striking similarities of influences on leadership learning. Table 7.1 pro-
vides a summary of commonality and areas of contrast. 

Table 7.1 Comparing influences on leadership learning: Public and private 
sector groups

Public sector managers Private sector managers

High identity and salience of 
 leadership

Very similar, but functional 
 distortions

Less explicit career pathways Career pathways very explicit
Observational learning (notable people) Similar as public sector
Situated learning of structures and 
 practices

Similar as public sector

Limited discussion on enacted learning Similar as public sector
Low significance of formal training Similar as public sector
Critical incidents most prevalent Similar as public sector
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The similarity appears to centre on situated learning that arguably 
enables, through career pathways of participation, access to observe 
and interact with notable people. Further, such situated pathways of 
participation take the form of role enactments that appear to have an 
associated influence on increasing salience and identification with lead-
ership. In essence, these influences appear to work together, reinforcing 
leadership learning. 

Most striking is the dominance of observational learning, particularly 
catalysed by notable people. The opportunity to observe a range of peo-
ple is provided through career pathways, as well as initiating learning 
through role enactment. Additionally, the pathways appear to enhance 
the salience of leadership and the value of the identity that the pathway 
is leading to. 

For both groups, formal development was prevalent in occurrence, 
but considered of low value in terms of efficacy, shaping understand-
ing and approach to leading. Rather, the impact of formal develop-
ment was associated with the unintended process of being selected 
for courses – affirming identity, networking and assistance in pathway 
trajectory.

Seniority, roles and responsibility as development themes

There are a number of common themes between the public and pri-
vate sector groups that relate to seniority and the interrelated issues of 
responsibility and the variety of roles. The more senior the individual, 
the greater the: 

Identification with and salience of leadership 
Number of notable people in similar role situations to their own 
Emphasis on teams and the development of team leadership – 
particularly with the private sector group

For example, very few of the directors of both groups commented on 
parents as formatively influential in their development. Rather their 
lived experience predominantly commenced within their organisa-
tional careers – thereby closely associating the development of their 
leadership practice to an organisational context. The more junior the 
individual, the greater the emphasis on: 

Pre-organisational role models 
Pre-organisational experiences 
Professional identities such as accountants or engineers

•
•
•

•
•
•
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It was much more common for the junior managers to anchor their 
development experiences with both domestic and school experiences. 
The greater the breadth and depth of experiences along the leadership 
pathway, the greater the association of learning from within the organi-
sational context shaping leadership practice and sense of ‘becoming’ a 
leader. At a more junior level leadership practice appears to draw more 
prominently on formative family and pre-organisational experience. 
The significance of these contrasting issues is linked to key themes 
identified within the data of the owner-manager group to be described 
further on.

Differentiation of leadership learning

Although there are striking similarities of influences on leadership learn-
ing, two aspects stand out as being different. Table 7.1 has identified that 
salience and career pathways have a different emphasis and orientation 
between the two groups. The private sector group had a much greater 
emphasis towards the prominence of career pathways that appeared to 
structure and enable learning of leadership. It appeared that the end 
goal of being a leader was highly valued in the private sector. As a con-
sequence the salience of leadership and corresponding aspirational iden-
tity to become a leader was much more visible. The public sector group 
did not have such a clear picture of a career pathway structuring and 
shaping leadership learning. For sure there was a pathway, and Daniel’s 
story illustrated a career trajectory towards becoming the Director of 
Education, but this appeared to be much more subtle than explicit, and 
more initiated by the individual and their aspirations to lead. 

Thus contextual structures can be seen to influence the prominence 
and diversity of influences along career pathways and the strength of 
salience and identification with leadership. The influence of context on 
leadership learning is much more prominent with the women managers 
and creates additional influences not present within the groups exam-
ined thus far. 

Part C: Influences on women managers’ leadership learning

As with the previous two male groups there is a degree of similar-
ity of underlying influences on leadership learning, reconfirming an 
emergence of common themes. However, these common influences 
are greatly shaped by structural conditioning within contexts and 
such structural conditioning has arguably a greater impact on women 
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than for men. For example, women managers appeared to be greatly 
influenced by aspects of social marginality and gender. The previous 
outlined influences of identity, career pathways, notable people, critical 
incidents, enacted learning and even formal learning have to be inter-
preted through such lenses of marginality and gender. The ten women 
managers that constitute this group will be represented by Catherine. 

Catherine’s Story

Catherine (mid-fifties) is a Chief Medical Director. She qualified as a 
general practice doctor, but it was not until she commenced a fam-
ily that she joined the Civil Service within an Agency that supports 
benefit provision. She became managing director of this service 
until it was outsourced. In the private sector Catherine became chief 
medical officer for an organisation that has since been acquired 
twice – she has remained a senior leader through all this change. Her 
experience in both the private and public sectors allows her case to 
illustrate issues from both sectors and connects many arguments of 
the women managers group.

Aspirations to become a leader?

What was most striking from the interviews with the women managers 
was their relationship with leadership: this was different to the men 
in terms of identity equivocation. Some of the women strongly saw 
themselves as leaders and had aspired to such a position. In contrast, 
a few members of the group were uncomfortable to be associated with 
a leadership identity. As a qualified doctor Catherine’s first identity 
was most explicit and arguably it has persisted through her career. Her 
second and third identities, which she commented on in detail, were 
that of a wife and a mother. It was only in the latter stages of her career 
that the identity of a leader emerged as significant but in balance with 
these other identities. Catherine commented on a particular stage after 
qualifying as a doctor and in the early days of being married: 

My husband at that stage was an Able-chaplain so he was attached to 
a variety of ships, so I thought that looks like quite good fun really 
and so for the next few years, during the child rearing years, I was 
really engaged in hanging on to my career. I knew that, having moved 
off the developmental ladder that was in place in Newcastle – there 
were certain jobs you did, in a certain order. So I chose jobs with 
certain must-haves; working with people I respected because of their 
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ability to be good doctors – the sort of doctor I wish to be and learn 
the variety of skills needed.

Catherine linked this discussion on juggling the development of her 
practice and identity of being a doctor, with being a mother, in a non-
structured career path and the impact this had on confidence: 

I observed other women doctors losing confidence having to deal 
with emergency calls and night visits. With the real coalface stuff 
you can quite quickly lose confidence in managing those situations 
particularly if you move away from a structured environment for any 
length of time. Well I recognised that the loss of confidence wasn’t 
just a personal thing; it also actually makes you move away from any 
sort of career ladder that you might want to get back on to because a 
number of people who did it, and they usually were women who had 
the main child-care responsibilities, were always drifting further and 
further away from the hard-edged, fun end of medicine that I would 
regard it as. A lot of them ended up as people like school doctors or 
in child health clinics which has its place, certainly has its place but 
as a career it wasn’t what I personally wanted to do.

This discussion from Catherine highlights a number of most significant 
and distinguishing aspects from the two previous male groups. Firstly, 
the type of narrative here reflected multiple identities being ‘juggled’. 
It described structural gendered orientated expectations of family and 
a mother. It emphasises questions of confidence and importantly how 
these elements impact on being able to engage with career pathways. 
None of the conversations with the 30 plus male leaders spoke in these 
terms on such issues as disruption to career pathways, paternal identity, 
lack of confidence or multiple balancing of identities and expectations. 

Although many of the women managers have aspired to lead, and 
saw the impact leadership can make, they often expressed concerns 
with connotations associated with the gendered noun of ‘leader’. As a 
consequence, the influence of identity aspiration shaping leadership 
learning was more opaque and significantly more complicated in terms 
of many identities than was illustrated with their male counterparts. 

Career pathways and situated learning

All of the women in the group had rich and involved careers, but the 
pathways towards becoming a leader were mostly described in a less 
clear and less overtly structured manner, certainly less overtly structured 

PPL-UK_HM-Kempster_Ch007.indd   143PPL-UK_HM-Kempster_Ch007.indd   143 1/15/2009   6:57:44 AM1/15/2009   6:57:44 AM



144  How Managers Have Learnt to Lead

than the private sample. The extract from Catherine above amplified 
this point. Catherine’s timeline illustrates the variety of experiences, 
identities and roles.

Parents:
Expectations

All-girls School:
Expectations, roles,
Encouragement

Teachers:
Role models

Qualified as a
Doctor: Identity

Marriage and family:
Variety of
short-term roles

Fragmented
career pathway

Civil Service:
Medical manager

Medical Director:
Preparing for
outsourcing

Notable people

Private sector:
Three different organisations

Leadership identity

With regard to the above timeline and that of the other women, 
there were a number of connected structural issues surrounding career 
 pathways that appeared to have been heavily influential within their 
lived experience as leaders: 

Professional backgrounds – all but one of the sample had professio-
nal qualifications providing a foundation of peer credibility through 
professional skill and experience. 
Access to a managerial career pathway through professional success 
in early careers. 
Glass ceiling – gender expectations shaped the trajectory, terrain and 
speed of the women’s career paths. 
Networks and sponsors (mentors) – sought out or purposively created 
female networks to counter perceived male structures. 
Marginality – being outside male in-groups appeared to be both prob-
lematic in terms of access and participation; but also an advantage 
in terms of providing a sense of independence of mind, and freedom 
from being embedded in the organisational practices. 
Extramural expectations and commitments – competing role as 
mother and a break in the career path created associated issues of 
confidence and doubts of self-efficacy – expressed more explicitly 
than with the men.

The above six influences identified in the interviews have greatly 
shaped these women’s experience of leadership learning through career 
pathways. Such influences were not overtly prevalent and salient to the 
preceding male managers and have had a marked effect on the career 
pathways of these women. Recognition was given to these aspects and 

•

•

•

•

•

•

PPL-UK_HM-Kempster_Ch007.indd   144PPL-UK_HM-Kempster_Ch007.indd   144 1/15/2009   6:57:44 AM1/15/2009   6:57:44 AM



Exploring Leadership Learning: Four Case Profiles  145

personal interventions were made to purposively address these per-
ceived differences. For example, professional status allowed credibility 
and access to networks; women support groups were formed or found 
to overcome issues such as a lack of confidence. 

Career pathways have been shown to be significant to both men and 
women learning leadership, but from an examination of the different 
groups, influences and opportunities along career pathways are quali-
tatively different between men and women. Nevertheless these career 
pathways did provide access to notable people, although the manifesta-
tion of the influence was different. 

Observational learning from men and women

As with the two previous groups, observational learning from notable 
people was a most dominant influence on women managers’ leadership 
learning. However, the women managers placed greater emphasis on 
the positive influence of notable women rather than men, and there 
was greater connectivity and association (as well as passion and emo-
tion) when the women described notable women than when describing 
notable men. That is not to say that men were not influential on their 
learning, but rather that emphasis in terms of role models was given to 
women notables. 

Emphasis needs to be made of this finding. With so few women 
 leaders in organisational contexts, their prominence in the lived 
experience of the women managers is important. For example, there 
are estimated to be only 24 per cent of women in management roles 
reducing to 9.9 per cent at director level (Davidson & Burke, 2004: 
101). Within the organisational context the women did cite numerous 
examples of both men and women shaping leadership understanding 
in similar numeric balance. However, the positive emphasis tended 
towards notable women; frequently these were drawn from outside the 
employed context and often from formative pre-organisational con-
texts such as family and school. Catherine provided such an example 
when she commented on the expectations of her father and influence 
of her mother: 

He [her father] died when I was 18, just as I was about to go to 
University but he was very strong in saying ‘ok well girls can do 
anything boys can do’. He always very strongly held that women 
could do whatever men could do. I have to say that when I decided I 
wanted to do medicine he was pretty horrified because I don’t think 
he quite expected it but I think that came from his own background. 
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She [her mother] was straight forward, supportive, meals on the 
table, uniforms sorted, a little bit doubting of what’s going on here 
and I think she’d still say ‘why don’t you get a proper job and look 
after your family properly’. Very intelligent, articulate woman who 
had made choices that were down to society at the time really. She 
became pregnant and gave up work. Bit like me in some ways. But 
things were different then. I was encouraged and supported, I guess, 
to expect more.

This encouragement to follow an unconventional pathway was bound-
ed within the structural expectations of being a mother and placing 
priority on family over work. Building on expectations of women, 
Catherine spoke of the influence of women schoolteachers she experi-
enced at the Girls Grammar School she attended: 

I think yes, the teachers at that time given that, goodness this is 
making me sound terrible, there were an awful lot of them who 
were probably the first group of women who did an academic sort of 
education, a number of them for all sorts of reasons had absolutely 
a career focus, and had no family commitments or anything else. 
Many of those women were inspirational in giving girls confidence 
and expectations. Really excellent teachers.

Drawing out from these comments on the influence of people is a 
broader set of contexts, not singularly towards organisations, as was 
predominant with men, but a broader inclusion of formative family 
and educational influences additional to organisational contexts. This is 
expanded within ‘female contexts’, further on, in which notable women 
act as role models shaping career expectations in non-traditional female 
careers – historically associated with management. 

Enacted and situated learning

Most similar to the male groups was the limited discussion, or cited 
examples, of learning through enactment. Replicating the experience 
of the men, the women described roles rather than their learning from 
roles: a strong and similar sense of ‘becoming’ a leader through situated 
participation. However, the women experienced different influences 
during enactment and participation that will be expanded on shortly 
under the structural influence of gender. 

Catherine’s pathway towards becoming a leader emerged in response 
to her husband becoming a vicar in a parish in the Northwest of 
England in 1985: 
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I thought I’d work for the civil service for a bit. We have five children 
and they were quite small at that stage and I thought I’ll do a job 
where I don’t have to do nights or weekends and I joined the civil 
service as a sort of temporary basis; flexi time, just amazing. Then I 
found out I really enjoyed certain aspects of what I was doing. I also 
liked the stability of management within that environment. There 
were management opportunities for doctors, which are actually 
pretty rare in the NHS or anywhere else. I moved through increas-
ingly senior management posts over the next seven years or so. Then 
all changed with the roller coaster of government outsourcing. We 
were part of the first wave in 1992. This took five or six years where 
there was a move from market testing through to privatisation and 
I became the Medical Director. I had responsibility for all of the 
operational aspects of the delivery of the medical service so I was 
responsible for the administrations, for the quality, for the manage-
ment of the doctors and the 2000 sessional doctors and all the rest 
of it so by that stage it was a very meaty role. I felt rather vulnerable 
at this stage in terms of the outsourcing and during this period I 
decided now I was a manager that I needed an MBA. So in 1995–96 
I did my MBA.

During these intense ten years Catherine moved from a technical role 
to a managerial role. Her leadership learning apprenticeship and her 
development of leadership practice was oriented to primarily leading 
doctors. Her approach, which I have observed over an extended period 
of time, is a unique mix of the professional with the managerial, with 
an absorbed appreciation of the values, assumptions and practices of 
working within the civil-service environment. 

Catherine, along with all the others interviewed, had limited recall 
of enactments that have been part of her everyday interactions and 
the situated learning that has occurred through the multiplicity of 
enactments. However, the pathways that provide participative access 
are constructed with situated curricula. As outlined in Daniel’s story, 
the notion of situated curricula reflects aspects of how practice is 
enacted; examples of which might be the way people dress, the con-
duct of meetings, or where conversations occur or perhaps the types 
of discourse used related to leadership practice of a particular context. 
Such aspects of situated curricula that help constitute the mechanisms 
influencing situated learning of leadership practice may be problem-
atic for women to assimilate and utilise in the development of their 
practice. In a sense the awkwardness of the pathway and issues of 

PPL-UK_HM-Kempster_Ch007.indd   147PPL-UK_HM-Kempster_Ch007.indd   147 1/15/2009   6:57:45 AM1/15/2009   6:57:45 AM



148  How Managers Have Learnt to Lead

marginalisation, confidence and gender that the women managers have 
described, speak of the presence of a situated curricula that is perhaps 
structured to favour men over women. The presence of situated learn-
ing, the earlier described ‘black-matter’ of leadership learning, has been 
evidenced through the consequences of its affects on the women. 

The issue of differential experiences of situated learning between men 
and women needs to be stressed. There are clearly aspects of impercep-
tible situated learning that enable men to engage and participate in the 
practice and enactment of leadership that are problematic for women. It 
is perhaps simplistic to capture this issue within the common notion of 
a ‘glass ceiling’. The commonality of discussion from the women associ-
ated with overcoming obstacles, is dealing with the unobserved proc-
esses of situated learning that have been constructed within particular 
contexts by historic male practices – hence the notion of management 
as a non-traditional career for women. 

Catherine’s apprenticeship, like that of the other women managers, is 
qualitatively different from the men. Unlike the men, the dominance of 
organisational learning within an organisational context was balanced 
through learning drawn from pre-organisational contexts, such as fam-
ily and school, as well as parallel responsibilities and identities outside 
of the working environment. In essence, the women appear to draw on 
a number of contexts of participation that have shaped identity and 
practice of leadership. One of these contexts was the formal learning 
environment; but again for some this was a gendered and problematic 
experience. 

Organised formal learning

The women group strongly reflected the same theme as the men: 
the low value placed on formal leadership development activities. 
Catherine’s context in 1995 was that she had become Medical Director 
with considerable leadership responsibility and expectation. She per-
ceived that an MBA would greatly assist in developing leadership skills 
suitable for her role; she described what she learnt from her MBA: 

I learnt that there wasn’t a single way of doing it; there wasn’t a 
truth. Which I knew but it confirmed this. For example different 
leadership styles are OK, and that people didn’t need to be either 
incredibly organised or charismatic in order to be a leader. I think 
one of the other things I learnt was to observe leaders and what 
resonated with my experience was that those traits that are constant 
are generally to do with trust; and people who are excellent leaders 
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engender trust in other people. So I think that added an awful lot 
in terms of confidence for the next stage of my career which I knew 
would be very different moving from a public sector environment to 
the private sector.

For the women group of managers, the key themes drawn from formal 
learning, similar to the men were a sense of affirming knowledge and 
skills previously learnt; observing and comparing with colleagues on the 
programme; and enhancing confidence through comparison with other 
delegates. Additionally there was a point of concern expressed by a few 
women, related to gender issues within formal learning contexts con-
nected to delegates, trainers and, more generally, the male dominance 
of the educational process. Examples of leaders were overwhelmingly of 
men (including guest speakers), teaching faculty were predominantly 
men, the cohort was mostly men (two or three women in a class of 30) 
and the consequence was often a masculine oriented conversation in 
the class. One of the women managers described the use of experiential 
learning as ‘an echo of the masculine workplace’. The classroom inad-
vertently reflected the gendered structural issues that the women faced 
in the workplace – such issues will be examined shortly. 

Contextual variety – public sector versus the private sector

The outsourcing of her organisation into the private sector extended 
the development of Catherine’s leadership practice. She had become a 
director on the board of an organisation with a very different ethos and 
style of working – different practices of leadership. The outsourcing was 
not the end of the journey: 

We’ve been acquired twice, we started off as [name of organisation], 
we were then acquired by [name of organisation], an American com-
pany. Then we were sold off again to the present company. It’s all 
been very different to the civil service, the level of change I think 
for me as a leader has been difficult, because we’ve now had three 
different companies with very different cultures and requirements of 
people and the other thing’s that speed of change but also speed of 
our ability to acquire other companies, we’ve grown tremendously 
in the last four or five years. The civil service moves very slowly for 
a while you know it sits around and thinks a lot, quite rightly, and 
then it implements quickly so whatever’s implemented next year will 
have been cooking for the past five or six years. In the private sector 
your cooking period becomes short as well as your implementation. 
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And what else did I learn? I learnt that it’s quite an unforgiving envi-
ronment, not just this actual company, but all the others as well. 

The cultural differences have also generated changes to her practice 
through her latest and current role as Medical Director: 

But it has extended my ability to lead. I think what I’ve learnt in 
this one is a degree of tolerance that I probably didn’t have in the 
others, didn’t need to develop particularly in the other roles. Also an 
appreciation of the way that different personalities can actually add 
to your ability to lead. I’ve learnt to have much more contact with 
people who would violently disagree with me rather than those who 
perhaps would say, ‘yeah, you’re doing a great job, that’s fine’. And 
I’ve also learnt, which is something I didn’t particularly recognise in 
the past that you can actually be a leader without necessarily being 
the expert in the field so working in a matrix sort of structure. I know 
that sounds a bit odd, something you should have learnt very early 
on really I suppose, but it’s been reinforced and highlighted in this 
job, tremendously reinforced.

The variety of contexts Catherine has experienced has been most cata-
lytic in her development. What is most striking is the sense that even 
later in her career she has significantly advanced her practice. This is 
different to nearly all the other stories – both men and women. For the 
other managers, different contexts or new roles were more of a stimu-
lant to refine their practice. For Catherine her leadership pathway of 
learning has been later than the others. Leadership has become salient 
in the last 12 years. The period of outsourcing and the variety of private 
sector organisations has been a period of exposed risk and change run-
ning in parallel with heightened attention and salience to becoming 
and surviving as a leader in a very different context. In many ways 
Catherine has ‘become’ the leader she wishes to be in the context in 
which she works, captured in the following comment: 

There have been times when I suppose, in the job that I do, the 
concepts can sometimes be in-between the ethical questions and the 
profit questions in the private sector. This is similar in the public sec-
tor but to do with politics and ethics – the pressures have been there, 
the same way within the commercial environment. I decided that 
you have to actually come down on one side of the fence or the other 
and I decided that my line would be that I will always take the ethical 

PPL-UK_HM-Kempster_Ch007.indd   150PPL-UK_HM-Kempster_Ch007.indd   150 1/15/2009   6:57:45 AM1/15/2009   6:57:45 AM



Exploring Leadership Learning: Four Case Profiles  151

argument. The commercial people may disagree with me but it’s the 
leadership role I take I suppose. If I say I think this is what’s required, 
the organisation know the side of executive boundary I lie and I 
know I’m going to be listened to. You have to make that decision at 
one stage or another as a leader in the sort of work that I do. 

The sense of independence of mind that comes through with this com-
ment was common with the women managers. One of the women 
interviewed described this independence arising from a sense of mar-
ginalisation and a consequential sense of freedom: 

I feel sorry for my male counterparts who have no freedom to speak 
up. They see themselves as wedded to the organisation, often as the 
main income and have to go along with what’s happening. 

The context of the women’s lived experience is qualitatively different 
from that of the men and social structures have greatly influenced how 
women have experienced leadership learning – described earlier under 
situated learning. Related to the effects of the context and differential 
situated learning four areas have been highlighted as distinctive to the 
women ‘group’ that need to be emphasised: women-only contexts, gen-
der, social marginalisation and managing confidence.

Formative influence of female contexts

Of the women managers interviewed eight of the ten referred to female 
contexts where women were dominant in prevailing structural relation-
ships. Interestingly all the women interviewed went to all-girls schools. 
This educational environment appeared to be most formative in shaping 
role aspirations. Associated and reinforcing a belief in female expectations 
was the role modelling influence of women teachers and in particular 
women head teachers. The opportunities provided within these struc-
tural conditions of an all-girls school necessitated that females occupied 
leadership roles. These situational examples illustrated the influence 
of the context shaping the interviewees’ expectations, confidence and 
self-efficacy of performance – a point that will be returned to later. 

There is a strong sense from the interviews that such opportunities 
became manifest due to limited male competition for leadership roles 
and explicit encouragement by notable people, particularly teachers 
and/or parents, to shape expectations. Further, the experiences offered 
up in these environments were more salient to the women than for 
the men. For the most part the men described such early formative 
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experiences in an anecdotal manner. In contrast the women managers 
placed greater weight and significance on the value of these early 
experiences. There is a strong similarity of this finding with that of the 
owner-managers – described in the final section. 

Early formative contexts that enabled these women to enact leader-
ship roles, experience notables exhibiting leadership and to be encour-
aged to expect and aspire to non-traditional careers, were prevalent and 
appear to be significant.

Contextual issues affecting confidence

A key theme evident from the interviews with the women managers 
was the maintenance of confidence in their ability to lead. All were con-
scious of it and actively sought to maintain such self-belief. The neces-
sity of maintaining confidence was triggered, for most, by breaks in 
their careers for bringing up children – described earlier by Catherine. 

The significance of career pathways and the learning opportunities, 
generated on the trajectory of organisational careers, has been identified 
with both the men and women groups. Yet breaks in this trajectory have 
an impact on the process of leadership learning in a way that greatly 
differentiated women’s leadership learning from men. The necessity 
and importance of sustaining confidence was also raised by women who 
juggled career with raising a family; Catherine illustrated this issue: 

Well I recognised that the loss of confidence wasn’t just a result in 
a personal thing it also actually makes you move away from any 
sort of career ladder that you might want to get back on to because 
a number of people who did it, and they usually were women who 
had the main child care responsibilities, a number of them just never 
did it. They were always drifting back and further and further away 
from the hard-edged, fun end of medicine. A lot of them ended up 
as school doctors or in a child health clinic which has its place, cer-
tainly has its place, but as a career it wasn’t what I personally wanted 
to do.

This example from Catherine illustrates a most central issue. The path-
way that enables leadership learning through participative engagement 
has to be managed in a way that is very different from the men. The 
men did not describe the necessity of maintaining confidence and con-
sciously managing this process. The men did not mention ‘career path-
way’; rather they described a relatively linear movement from one role 
or situation to another. The women were aware of a ‘pathway’ as it was 
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a visible issue for them prominently expressed through the notion of 
sustaining confidence. Only the women made explicit the connection 
of the role of confidence and activities to maintain confidence. This 
does not mean that the men were never unconfident – simply that they 
did not emphasise or highlight this issue. The women did, and they did 
something about it. They sought out all-women support groups or cre-
ated support groups from within an organisational context, and outside 
the working context. Thus the women proactively developed informal 
networks – as individual agency action – to create local support struc-
tures to counter the perceived impact of underlying social structures.

For women managers issues of confidence and self-efficacy expecta-
tions of leading may be more pronounced as a consequence of embed-
ded practices which favour men and perhaps are problematic for 
women. Catherine provided a clear example of such underlying social 
practices: 

I think there’s an element where men bond differently from women, 
so if you’re working in a heavily male environment then you need 
to make some choices about how you’re going to interact with the 
men. This in itself isn’t an issue but sometimes if you’re the only 
one out of ten then you think, ‘what do I do now?’ but I wouldn’t 
particularly regard that as an adverse thing it’s just a social thing 
that you have to deal with. In the early stages yes, there were some 
distinct gender issues because I was a young married woman, bound 
to have children and therefore expectations of people are that you 
don’t really want a job that will interfere.

This last point emphasises a sense of being marginalised through male 
expectations of women’s potentially limited career commitment to the 
organisation. Such collective expectations manifest into social struc-
tures that appeared to create a contextual issue for the women, perceiv-
ing a sense of social marginality within organisations. 

Social marginality and leadership

The competing demands described above by the women managers 
appear to lessen their perceived identification with their respective 
organisations and often placed themselves more at the margins of 
organisational culture. Such marginalisation was reinforced through 
antecedent structural role expectations of a male leader reinforced with 
limited number of women in senior leadership roles. This sense of 
marginality is perhaps further extended by perceived unconventional 
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behaviour associated with a need to demonstrate capability to lead and 
not to be marginalised by social expectations described by one of the 
women as dealing with the issue of ‘a woman’s role’. Marginality was 
also described by a number of the women as providing an advantage. 
The ability to provoke, be unconventional and to be on the margins of 
organisational norms appeared to provide freedom to a number of these 
women leaders. 

The social marginality and scarceness of women as leaders in organi-
sational contexts appears to provide conditions for an attribution of a 
woman’s leadership behaviour as unconventional. (The in-depth discus-
sion in Chapter 2 examining charismatic influence of leadership identi-
fied unconventionality to be an important attribute.) There is a sense of 
paradox that the social marginalisation itself creates an opportunity for 
women to be perceived as providing leadership by ‘not being men’ and 
thereby being unconventional to the leader social norm. 

The antecedent structural conditions shaping lived experience illus-
trated a final major difference between the women’s group and both 
men groups: the prevalence and dominance of the issue of gender. 

Gender and leadership

The issue of gender was ever present in the discussions; many of the 
previous quotes from Catherine explicitly or implicitly touch on gender. 
There is a strong conscious awareness of gender and structural powers 
that women needed to address or exploit to progress into organisational 
leadership. The continuing dominance in numerical terms of men in 
senior positions has the potential for the continuance of such structures. 
Interestingly research by Parry and Fischer (2003) examined gender 
prevalence within industries and the extent that gender influenced 
leadership style. It was shown that where women were more dominant 
in numeric numbers there was a greater prevalence of social processes of 
transformational leadership. In contexts dominated by men there was a 
tendency for a more transactional style to be prevalent. This is an impor-
tant issue. Historic male dominance of management may thus generate 
leadership practice that is in some way different to desired female leader-
ship practice in a management context. Embedded imperceptible ante-
cedent influences that seek to maintain the male practice are potentially 
in continual tension for women – hence the salience of gender. 

Perhaps the ability of women to deal with the embedded structural gen-
der influences is associated with many issues, namely the management 
of confidence and self-efficacy; the use of women-only support networks; 
the balancing of other roles and identities beyond the organisation; and 
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the nature of being seen as unconventional in a male world, interrelated 
with social marginality. These aspects created a response to cope with 
embedded perspectives associated with gender. Catherine commented 
on gender at the end of the interview in terms of looking back over her 
career and the prominent issues that have affected her: 

When I was working in Hong Kong at that stage the women doctors 
were working longer hours and paid less than the men and I took 
it to my PMA representative, who happened to be an obstetrician, 
and he said ‘well I think that’s quite right because you’re a woman’. 
I think there are some of my male colleagues in the civil service who 
certainly have said ‘you’ve got an advantage because you’re a female 
you remind people of their mothers’. But I mean its life isn’t it. You 
are the gender you are and get on with it.

Thus it appears that for women the relationship with notions of leader-
ship is much more complex than for men. 

Comparing leadership learning of employed men and women

There are six distinctive themes that standout as having influence on 
leadership learning of these women. All of these are affected by broad 
contextual and structural issues associated directly or indirectly with 
gender. Table 7.2 summarises the key influences shaping leadership 
learning drawn from both groups of men and the women’s group.

Table 7.2 Comparing influences on leadership learning between the men and 
women groups

Male managers Women managers

Identity and salience of leadership Equivocal on identity, but salience of 
 leadership

Career pathways very explicit Blocked or complicated pathways
Situated leadership practices Present but with marginalisation 

 issues
Limited discussion on enacted 
 learning

Similar – but linked to maintaining 
 confidence

Low significance of formal training Similar – but also as a genderised 
 process

Incidents causing reflection Similar – but oriented to a genderised 
 discussion

Observational learning – notable 
 men

Similar – but with a balance of men 
 and women
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Although the women managers shared strong similarities of influences 
with the male groups, the structural issues surrounding their career 
experiences have been revealed to be different and suggest that lead-
ership learning for women appears to be qualitatively different from 
men. The following key influences on leadership learning have been 
distilled: 

Commonality of influences on leadership learning – there was high 
congruence between all groups – but the affect was moderated by other 
structural influences of gender, marginalisation and confidence. 
Dominance of observational learning with notable people prevalent 
for all groups. Men rarely described notable women; women less fre-
quently used men as positive role models – rather these were invari-
ably notable women. 
Low significance of formal learning – for all three groups formal 
learning related more to affirmation of identity, confidence and net-
working along the career path. 
Role enactment common but limited in reflection – infrequent men-
tion of learning through action with examples – rather, role enact-
ment was related to confirmation of self-efficacy and career pathway 
progression. 
Situated learning through career pathways – implicit learning 
exhibited through detailed discussion of career pathways. For all 
three groups the richness of a variety of contexts enhanced the 
learning of career pathways, a strong sense of ‘becoming’ a leader 
through participation. However, situated learning was problematic 
due to the antecedent male oriented nature of situated practice. 
For example, in meetings the loudest voice or most physically 
forceful demeanour was a recognised part of ‘masculine’ leadership 
practice. 
Aspired identity and the salience of leadership – the greater the sali-
ence and aspired identification with leadership to the individual, the 
more explicit and detailed the career path and the learning opportu-
nities drawn from such situated learning. The women group recog-
nised the salience of leadership but were more equivocal on a leader 
identity due to contextual reasons, particularly gender associations 
of ‘leader’ as a masculine noun and significant negative notable men 
observed in their careers.

The story thus far is of the emergence of similar influences on lead-
ership learning within the employed context; although these are 

•
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•
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distorted by socially embedded practices that appear to distort learn-
ing along career pathways for women managers. However, the self-
employed context is very different. There is a very alternate story to 
be told. 

Part D: Influences on leadership learning of owner managers

Examination of Parts A, B and C has concluded by summarising the 
key themes that appear to be influencing leadership learning. This final 
part wishes to commence with a summary to illustrate the immediate 
contrasts. This is because emphasis needs to be placed on the contrast. 
The broad areas identified to be associated with influencing leadership 
learning of the owner-manager group are: 

Low salience and identification with leadership 
Limited significance of notable people 
Restricted participation along career pathways

This is strikingly different to the employed managers. The discussion to 
follow will illustrate a very different perspective of leadership learning 
compared with the three previous groups. Tom’s experiences of leader-
ship learning very much represents the owner-manager group, with one 
exception, that of Alan who will be examined briefly at the end of the 
chapter. 

Tom’s Story

Tom (mid-forties) – Co-founder, with his brother, of a maintenance 
surveying service of high-rise structures with approximately 75 full-
time employees and a substantial number of consultant associates. 
The business has diversified into a number of areas particularly 
becoming a market leader in vacuum seal testing and at the time 
of the interview had a turnover of £2.8m. Tom has had only one 
previous short-term employer before establishing the business at 
the age of 24. Tom’s lack of employed history is in sharp contrast to 
employed managers.

Limited experiences of leadership learning

It was most striking that eight of the ten owner-managers had dif-
ficulty is sustaining a conversation on leadership comparable to the 
other groups, in terms of revealing antecedent influences on learning. 

•
•
•
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The available experiences, roles, people and contexts were limited. 
Tom’s timeline illustrates this point:

Family background

Father Sport
teams

Offshore
contracts

Start-up of
own business

Activities within
the growing business

Brothers
leadership
approach

Limited confidence to
lead in other context

The significance of leadership to Tom in terms of his identity and as a 
salient phenomenon is captured in the following opening comment on 
being interviewed about his learning to lead: 

I’ll be interested to see how relevant this is for me … or for you! 

Generally the owner-managers had limited salience with leadership 
and an equivocal sense of themselves as a leader – despite leading 
successful businesses. Additional aspects common to the owner-man-
ager group were limited organisational experience and organisational 
roles, limited variety of employed contexts, rejection of authority and 
avoidance of dedicating themselves to a career ladder within organisa-
tions. A corollary of a limited career ladder was the absence of notable 
people to observe in an employed context. Finally, a most common 
feature was the dominance of formative influences of schoolteachers 
and family – particularly parents. 

Not an aspired identity

Unlike their employed manager counterparts, ‘leadership’ as an identity 
was not personally significant to all but one of the owner-managers and 
did not form an important element of their identity aspirations. A sig-
nificant limitation to leadership learning of owner-managers appears to 
be associated with the nature of their relationship with leadership.

The notion of employed managers aspiring to become the valued 
identity as a leader in the public and private sectors appears to be an 
important element of leadership learning. In the lived experiences of 
these owner-managers it appears to be low in relevance or aspiration, 
even appearing to have negative associations related to early career 
experiences in an employed context. Tom reveals much about his lim-
ited sense of identity as a leader: 
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The odd thing is Steve that you have mooted this sort of conversation 
we are having for a while you know and we never quite got round to 
organising it, have we? And I think you have mentioned this leader-
ship thing – the funny thing is I don’t see myself as leader. If you 
asked various people in the office or even me – come up with two-
dozen sub-adjectives to describe yourself – I don’t think leader is one 
of the adjectives, if it is an adjective, that I would label with myself.

The identities that appear to be much more relevant were described 
as being associated with a professional or craft skill, or towards being 
accepted as a successful owner-manager or entrepreneur. The gestalt of 
the interviews gave them a powerful sense of themselves as independ-
ent, in control, and as business builders.

The limited identification or even rejection of leadership as a val-
ued role by the large majority of the owner-manager group is in stark 
contrast to the three previous groups. What is common about the 
owner-managers, and distinct from the managers drawn from the large 
organisations, is the absence of an organisational career. 

Limited organisational experience

The importance of career pathways to the learning process of organi-
sational leadership was illustrated in the previous three groups. All but 
three of the owner-managers had either no experience or severely limit-
ed experience within organisations as an employee. The career pathways 
that have the potential to provide learning through observation and 
enactment were absent from the experience of these owner-managers. 

Tom had no organisational experience as an employee. After graduat-
ing from University: 

I worked off-shore for a short while – couple of years. And then I 
was made redundant in ’84 or ’85. I joined my brother about six 
months after he had started up himself. My brother started formally 
in February ’85 and I joined him in something like June ’85. That was 
over in Manchester and the business has moved across [now based in 
Sheffield]. I would be about 24 or 25. I should be able to work it out 
I guess. The company is 15 years or so – yes about 25 I guess. And the 
company started from scratch as I say in 1985 and has grown ever 
since just about. 

Tom placed no significance to the years offshore in terms of leadership 
learning. He was made unemployed and that was the catalyst to set 

PPL-UK_HM-Kempster_Ch007.indd   159PPL-UK_HM-Kempster_Ch007.indd   159 1/15/2009   6:57:46 AM1/15/2009   6:57:46 AM



160  How Managers Have Learnt to Lead

up in business with his brother: ‘I needed to do something.’ The other 
owner-managers reflected a similar story. They saw employed experi-
ences in a rather jaundiced way. They did not see themselves on a career  
pathway. As a consequence notions of situated leadership learning as 
an employee simply did not occur. Further, the rejection, or absence, 
of pursuing such a career and avoiding progression along an organisa-
tional pathway, may also be significant in terms of personal salience 
and identification with leadership. Thus learning from organisational 
contexts was limited in terms of role enactment, associated situational 
learning and observational learning from notable managers. What was 
common to all the owner-managers was the dominance of their busi-
ness as the arena for enacted and situated learning. 

Enacted and situated learning in their business

The owner-managers could not identify many events, and certainly 
few people, that have shaped their learning of leadership. However, 
the powerful prevalence of the organisation that they had created and 
developed was dominant in all the interviews. This context had been 
the crucible forging their approach to leading; it was the centrepiece 
of their leadership careers. However, there were few leadership inci-
dents that could be articulated. Rather the conversation on leadership 
frequently migrated into business stories such as survival, marketing, 
customer relationships or managing finances. 

The owner-manager and the business are delicately intertwined and 
represent a symbiotic example of situated learning. The tacitly acquired 
knowledge and processes of running the business were expressed 
through these business stories. As a consequence the practice of leader-
ship in each business is a unique combination of the owner-managers 
personality, limited prior experiences and sets of continual enactments 
of managing and leading set within their business. In a sense the leader-
ship practice becomes the accepted or expected approach in this very 
special context. For the owner-manager the ‘becoming’, in terms of 
leadership apprenticeship is relatively isolated from external influences. 
The leadership practice becomes refined in a potentially restrictive man-
ner. For intergenerational family businesses there is the argument of a 
type of leadership practice that is passed on from generation to genera-
tion if the successor has only known this context. 

The notion of the restrictive context in terms of capability to lead out-
side their business was reflected in the frequent mention of confidence. 
They showed concern about their ability to lead in other contexts. For 
example, Tom was unsure what he would do if he sold the business: 
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If somebody put in the right offer I would say, ‘OK then’. I guess the 
only problem I would have is ‘what am I going to next’. I don’t know. 
Could I manage something else?

Tom was lacking in confidence as to whether the business and lead-
ership capabilities he had learnt could be applied to a new context. 
Moreover, Tom was also not confident that he had developed leader-
ship skills: 

I guess the company does move on and it is funny because some 
of these things are almost out of your control. You know, business 
comes through the door and the company grows as a result of that. 
So the company does move away and onward from some of the skills 
that I have got and perhaps my brother has got. And I guess there 
are skills – leadership skills – that I haven’t got. Delegation is perhaps 
one of the things – just one of the skills – just knowing when to pass 
work on essentially. I’m not convinced that I’m totally good at it. 
There are probably all sorts of skills out there that I guess come under 
the umbrella of leadership but I don’t see myself at the forefront of 
these skills. I think it’s true to say that the company has moved for-
ward and there are skills out there that I haven’t got. I think that’s 
fair to say.

It should be stressed that Tom and his brother do lead a most successful 
business employing over 75 people. Through the 20 years of managing 
this business he will have overcome numerous technical, marketing, 
HR, operational, financial hurdles and many interpersonal issues. He is 
simply unable to recall aspects of learning which he can relate to leader-
ship. This was similarly echoed with the other owner-managers. 

In contrast, and recalling the findings from Parts A, B and C, the 
employed leaders, both men and women, were more able to describe 
leadership in nuance ways in a major part as a result of observing and 
comparing themselves to a variety of people. Further, the variety of 
contexts and variety of roles provided novel memorable episodes to 
recall. The experiences and observational models that appeared most 
dominant to all the owner-managers were from their family contexts. 

Notable people and the dominance of parents

For each and all of these owner-managers, family experiences appeared 
to be the most prominent part of the developmental process that 
has shaped their leadership practice in terms of values and ethics 
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as well as leadership style. Tom emphasised the impact of his father 
and mother: 

I think to be honest with you it is my background in terms of family 
background and my general education. I think that is the thing that 
has formed me most. I guess I have had a relatively straightforward 
upbringing. I think you have it drummed in to you to be straight 
and honest and just make decisions on that basis really. I think by 
far and away my biggest influence has definitely got to be family and 
my background. My experiences in my early years.

Tom moved on to explore the notion of leaders being born or made; he 
very much saw leadership as shaped by genetics and upbringing: 

Leaders are born aren’t they? I think. But I think that specific 
 leadership skills can be picked up. I think you pick up those from 
your early years don’t you? Don’t you think? The skills you learn 
start on day one don’t they? As soon as you are born you start 
 learning these skills. It’s not started when the business started, is it?

The questions posed in the quote are interesting in the sense that Tom 
is seeking confirmation and perhaps is lacking a sense of confidence 
and assured authority of perceiving himself as a ‘leader’. The nature 
of his discourse is in striking sharp contrast to the assured confidence 
expressed by the employed managers. In a conversation that continued 
after the interview he was most interested in the comparisons with the 
employed managers and we discussed some of the emerging aspects 
outlined in this chapter – prominently the impact of notable people. 
Tom responded and explored the influence of his father: 

I guess first and foremost I would probably have to say my Dad. Yes 
my father. I guess I am more like my father than my brother or my 
sister. My Dad is dead straight and I’m not pretending that I’m whiter 
than white but my Dad has always taught us to play things with a 
straight bat.

Tom developed his interpretation of the influence from his father 
through a connection to sport and teams, which Tom valued highly: 

I’m very much a team player in terms of – I guess this is one of the 
things – I am a team player and in terms of management structures 
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we always joke that the management hierarchy in this company 
is nigh on horizontal – that is probably not true if you ask other 
people – but we like to think of the management structure as being 
horizontal; we’re not into big hierarchies. I think probably because 
we don’t think that they work. I mean we like to involve people and 
it’s a team effort and you can’t shout at people and get things done, 
you have to work with people.

These formative experiences in the family, and the explicit carry over 
into espoused practice, were attributed with greater significance by the 
group of owner-managers than was the case with the senior employed 
men and women. Interestingly, however, with my executive work 
with junior managers with restricted experience, and in my work with 
undergraduate students prior to their postgraduate first employment, 
parents, teachers and sporting contexts are the most prevalent influ-
ences. This suggests an important (albeit obvious) point that there is a 
greater emphasis on early formative influences for those who have had 
less leadership experience in organisational contexts. The policy impli-
cations of this point are explored in Chapter 9. 

For Tom, like the other owner-managers with short or no employed 
history, the impact of notable people outside the family context was 
severely limited. Tom described no one other than his father and broth-
er. Other owner-managers described one or two bad notable people in 
their limited career experiences. 

What this suggests is a rather restrictive nature to the self-employed 
context in terms of generating the naturalistic learning experiences that 
are the lifeblood of leadership learning, namely career pathways in a 
variety of contexts that provide numerous role enactments that enable 
engagement with a range of notable people. Running through such 
participative engagement is the importance of ‘becoming’ in the sense 
of situated learning apprenticeship and the associated development of 
a leader identity. Perhaps the catalyst to engage these influences is the 
notion of salience – the importance, significance and prominence of 
leadership. With the employed managers we have seen that this was 
often associated with circumstances and people. 

The interviews with the owner-managers were qualitatively different 
compared to the employed managers. Different in terms of the duration 
of the interview: often only 40 minutes at a push for the self-employed; 
while the employed managers invariably exceeded two hours and could 
have continued for much longer. Different in terms of stimulants to 
tease out leadership learning: for the owner-managers there necessitated 
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a continual refocusing on leadership as the interview typically moved to 
business related issues; the employed managers had an endless supply 
of people, incidents and related insights. Different in terms of salience 
and identity: of very low salience and limited desired identification for 
the owner-managers; compared to high salience and sense of achieve-
ment if considered a successful leader. This was an aspirant goal, a career 
achievement for the employed managers, particularly the men. 

However, one of the owner-managers, Alan, had a different tale to 
tell. His lived experience reflected the owner-manager profile described 
above until a particular watershed occurred. 

Alan – Owner-manager of a retail business

Alan was in his late forties at the time of the interview. He acquired 
a specialist training college in his early thirties employing approxi-
mately 40 people. He sold this business ten years later and became an 
executive in a construction company, then sold his interest and set up 
a retail business with a chain of three outlets. Alan had very limited 
organisational experience prior to the college acquisition in his late 
twenties. His leadership learning had the same pattern as Tom until a 
critical watershed. He had the opportunity to work alongside two key 
notable people: N and B (names removed) as a consequence of winning 
a competition: 

We won a prize, we won a competition. It was a TV competition 
that we entered and it was to find the most enterprising company 
in the north west of England – we won it, which was good for the 
prize money was £15,000. Quite a lot of money in 1990 and we won 
lots of other things. One of the things we won was this guy who was 
from the small business service as business advisor. A guy called N. 
He was a huge influence on me. We used to meet once a week and he 
was a real mentor and I very quickly got to be comfortable and leant 
on him quite heavily and ask ‘what do you think I should do about 
that?’ and he would tease all these things out of me. He became a 
post I would lean against.

This relationship with N led to an opportunity to meet with B. He 
would become a director and eventually buy Alan out of the business: 

B who I intensely don’t like; I don’t like his management style. There 
is very little I like about him at all; although I admire him tremen-
dously. If I was running a business and I was in trouble he would be 
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the person I would want to talk to because he knew everything. He’s 
not a people person at all, to some extent he is an axe man when it 
comes to sorting out companies, but he is very good with it – he was 
a very good and positive influence. No doubt he had a huge influ-
ence on me.

The impact of these two notable people was undoubtedly significant 
to Alan. The opportunity to learn through close engagement with two 
people at a time when their advice and activity was most required 
appeared to be the necessary stimulant to wish to become better at lead-
ing and greatly extend his leadership learning and development of his 
leadership practice: 

I knew everything there was to know about training of radio and 
communications. So I knew everything about it but what I didn’t 
know anything about was how to lead a business. I didn’t know any-
thing about business leadership really.

In terms of identification Alan commented: 

I think I’m doing what N helped me with as a sort of mentor and 
what B helped me with as a fairly tough non-executive director. I 
think I’m now doing that or attempting to do that with D [colleague] 
in this company because I saw a real benefit in that.

He saw himself as a leader. He described an identity as a leader outside 
the working environment as both Deputy Leader of the District Council 
and Chair of School Governors: 

I got elected and then I became political group leader and then I 
became Vice-chairman. Since that turnaround point [the relationship 
with N and B] why do I end up within a year as political group leader 
for the party when I had only just become a District Councillor? 
What am I doing that makes people think that I am good leader? I 
am the Chairman of the School Governors. Can’t just be a Governor 
you know, got to be the Chair! 

The observational learning from notable people has been most 
marked with Alan. The other owner-managers have not had such 
relationships in the contexts of leading their business. In a sense this 
raises an issue of the isolation of owner-managers from the leadership 
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learning lifeblood of observation and social comparison. The qualita-
tive difference between the interview with Alan and the other nine 
owner-managers illustrated a number of issues associated with Alan’s 
lived experience: 

More prominent notable people in the organisational context, par-
ticular a mentor: 

I think that 90%, the vast majority of the influences are these leaders, 
are the people I have worked with.

Periods of significant hardship linked with notable people 
An opportunity to have structured reflection: 

I’ve been on leadership courses, and assertiveness courses, MBA … 
and they’ve all been great. But they’ve all been things I’ve done to 
help me adapt and improve or reflect on what I think is right. [Alan 
undertook an MBA. He commented that this was not significant in 
terms of content on leadership; rather it acted as an explicit process 
of reflexive assessment of his career.]

Confirmation of self-efficacy of leading through a range of associ-
ated leadership roles. For example, Alan talked of being Chairman of 
School Governors, Councillor and Deputy Leader of a local political 
party and a Non-executive Director. 
A greater explicit value placed on the role of leadership and his iden-
tification with this identity 

These elements will be explored in comparison to the other owner-man-
agers and the three other groups.

Conclusion – comparing employed and self-employed 
leadership learning

There are most striking contrasts in the influences on leadership learn-
ing between the employed managers and the owner-managers. These 
have been simplified and captured in Table 7.3. 

It is not intended to suggest whether one group or the other oper-
ates more or less effectively in their contexts; or whether one group 
has better leaders than the other. Rather the comparison is towards 
the  identification of different influences and different orientations 
with regard to their relationship with leadership for these two groups. 

•

•
•

•

•
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Concluding where Part D started the owner-managers contrasted mark-
edly with the employed managers in a number of ways: 

‘Leadership’ was much less personally salient and not an aspired 
identity – no great desire to become a leader. 
Leadership style tended to be attributed to inherent personality 
 characteristics, rather than role or experiences. 
There were strikingly few references to significant individuals as 
influences on leadership learning. 
Severely limited organisational experiences and limited career 
 pathways with associated leader role responsibilities. 
The ‘family’ metaphor was very powerful as a framework for 
 leading.

Within Alan’s lived experience of leadership was a watershed driven by 
critical incidents that involved notable people. As a consequence, Alan 
was the only respondent for whom ‘leadership’ as an identity had high 
personal relevance and association.

The predominant influence of notable people shaping leadership also 
appears significant. Employed managers, and notably Alan, had oppor-
tunities to learn leadership, through contextual circumstances. For the 
employed managers such opportunities were associated with active par-
ticipation along career pathways where trajectories within organisations 
offered up notable people and role enactments from which individuals 

•

•

•

•

•

Table 7.3 Comparison influences on leadership learning between the employed 
managers and owner-managers

Employed managers Owner-managers

High identity and salience of 
 leadership

Very low salience and identity with 
 leadership

Career pathways very explicit No pathway
Impact of a variety of notable people Very limited – mostly family and a 

 bad boss
Situated learning of structures and 
 practices

Own structures of own business 
 context

Limited discussion on enacted learning Similar, but less explicit to 
 leadership learning

Low significance of formal training Low, but greater emphasis than 
 other samples

Incidents causing reflection Similar, but limited to leadership 
 learning
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appeared to be able to learn, mostly tacitly, their way towards a valued 
identity – a gradual process of ‘becoming’ a leader. 

However, this does not fully explain why Alan distinctively began to 
value leadership. Concurrent with being involved in a critical incident 
and closely involved with two perceived notable leaders, Alan was also 
heavily engaged in two different arenas: 

Elected as a Councillor and selected as Deputy Leader of the council 
Studying for an MBA described by Alan as a ‘heavily reflective and 
affirming process’ 

Perhaps both these dynamics alongside his personal circumstances of 
a variety of contexts offered up leadership as highly salient and per-
sonally significant as an aspirational identity to which he believed he 
could perform. In some ways this mirrors the career experiences of the 
employed managers. The contexts shaping career trajectories created a 
sense of aspirational identification with a valued identity. The senior 
employed managers aspired to leadership and valued this identity. They 
described numerous role enactments and engagement with notable oth-
ers, provided through situated career pathways, affirming their sense of 
belief in their capabilities to perform. 

Yet for all managers, employed or self-employed, the context was 
the dominant crucible shaping their approaches to leading. For the 
self-employed, such situations forged a paternal style of leadership. The 
crucible was not detached from themselves. Rather the owner-manager 
and the business were inseparable, reflecting a reinforcing and arguably 
limiting situation in regard to leadership learning. This was distinctively 
different from the contextual influence on the employed managers. 
Repeatedly they commented on a range of changing situations, includ-
ing a broad range of learning stimuli. 

On the face of it, there appear to be indications that leadership learn-
ing in small businesses might be doubly problematic for entrepreneurs 
who have limited experience of employment and of management 
within established organisations. The experience of the employed 
environment is typically much richer in examples of superiors, peers 
and subordinates in leadership contexts, creating both opportunities to 
learn from notable people and to be in roles from which self-efficacy of 
performance can be ascertained. Such rich variety of experiences and 
relationships are structurally limited in the owner-manager context, 
suggesting potential difficulties in addressing issues of greater scale 
and scope associated with growth and organisational complexity. 

•
•
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Quite simply, these opportunities are unlikely to exist, or are certainly 
restricted within a self-employment context. 

Chapter 8 synthesises the various themes drawn out from Parts A, 
B, C and D and connects the commonality of influences on leadership 
learning, notably: observational learning from people; situated and 
enacted learning through participation in leadership roles; identity 
development through increasing personal salience of leadership; and 
capability of leading. Thus there is an emergent sense of becoming a 
leader within an organisational context over a significant period of 
time. The notion of apprenticeship begins to be most relevant to lead-
ership learning through lived experience and the development of a 
manager’s relationship with leadership.
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8
Towards an Explanation of Leadership 
Learning

Leadership learning through lived experience

In the conclusion to Chapter 5 I suggested a framework, Figure 5.1, as 
sufficiently broad and inclusive to integrate and cohere extant theory of 
informal leadership development and principles of experiential learn-
ing. This is important, as it enables a simple argument to be put forward 
outlining how leadership learning occurs through lived experience. 
However, such a broad and simple argument fails to explore and illumi-
nate the underlying influences on leadership learning that lie behind 
the generic headings. The detailed nuances of influences and their inter-
action in particular contexts are thus the focus of this chapter. To reveal 
underlying influences and to be able to explain how these operate 
together in a systemic manner within particular contexts required the 
use of bodies of theory that had not previously been applied together 
to the field of leadership learning. 

Leadership learning through a range of lenses

I recall presenting a paper at a conference in which I explored ideas 
from sociology and psychology illustrating how each greatly informed 
on the other. My mistake was not recognising the heresy of my act. My 
colleagues appeared to be all sociologists. To these folk I was proverbi-
ally mixing oil and water. My view is pragmatic.1 If knowledge can 
provide insight wherever it comes from, then it’s well worth the risk of 
‘mixing and matching’. With that justification asserted, the broad areas 
of literature utilised in this study are: 

Salience – prominence of a phenomenon. 
Social learning – observation, enactment and self-efficacy. 

•
•
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Situated learning – career pathways and apprenticeship through 
participation. 
Identity development and the notion of ‘becoming’ – aspirational 
identity. 
Structure and agency duality.

It is through the fusion of these five bodies of work into an interrelated 
whole that a greater illumination and understanding of leadership 
learning is created and mapped out. This chapter will be structured into 
two parts: 

Part A – Insights into influences on leadership learning: What 
influences shape leadership learning and how do these operate? Part A 
will outline a group of interpersonal influences of observed, enacted 
and situated learning, and intrapersonal influences of identity, 
salience and self-efficacy. These two groups will be argued to work 
in an interdependent and systemic manner. A model is illustrated 
to explain this systemic process of leadership learning through 
lived experience. 
Part B – Insights into contextual variations of leadership learning: 
How does context affect such influences on leadership learning? Part B 
adopts a contextual examination of the argument from Part A. Three 
contrastive insights are drawn between the following groups: public 
and private sectors; male and female managers; employed managers 
and self-employed owner-managers.

Through this structure and movement from identifying influences and 
illuminating contextual variation, the chapter provides an argument to 
the original puzzle that has shaped this book: How have managers learnt 
how to lead? 

Part A – Insights into influences on leadership learning

The underlying influences identified through the four cases in Chapter 7 
are interpreted here through the lenses of: salience, situated learning, 
social learning and identity development – these four areas have been 
explored in detail in Chapter 3. Such perspectives have not previously 
been drawn together and integrated to make sense of leadership learn-
ing. The antecedents of these bodies of knowledge are perhaps not 

•

•

•

•

•
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natural bedfellows – as previously mentioned – in the sense that they 
originate from two distinct disciplines: 

Social psychology – encompassing social learning, particularly 
drawing on self-efficacy, observational and enacted learning and 
self-concepts2 including salience and schematic conceptualisation. 
Sociology – focusing on structure–agency duality, situated learning 
and identity development.

The examination of influences on leadership learning is both at the 
social interpersonal level and at the individual intrapersonal level. Both 
inter- and intrapersonal perspectives will be argued to occur together as 
they are seen to have mutuality of influence. 

The first influence examined is salience. This is because it will be 
shown that it powerfully interrelates to all influences and perhaps can 
be seen as a significant catalyst for leadership learning and a deepening 
relationship with leadership. 

Salience: ‘where ever I look there’s leadership!’

Salience is argued to be ‘a property (or distinctiveness) of a stimulus 
that makes it stand out in relation to other stimuli and attract attention 
in that context’ (Hogg & Vaughan, 2002: 62). The notion of salience 
suggests that certain phenomena, such as leadership, are personally 
more relevant, more significant, more apparent or more prevalent than 
others in particular contexts: for example, a female manager in an 
organisation dominated by male managers. Such phenomena interrelate 
to the circumstances of an individual and are valued higher than other 
competing phenomena and have the effect of dominating our thoughts 
(Hogg & Vaughan, 2002). As a consequence of salience people focus 
their attention towards elements such as objects, identities, artifacts or 
people, particularly if it is related to personal goals (Fiske & Taylor, 1991). 
Salience thus becomes a filter or a switch directing our attention. 

Salience, however, is temporal in the sense that, for example, leader-
ship competes for attention, relevance and importance at a point in 
time for some people; while for others it can remain salient for extended 
part of their careers. Is leadership more or less salient in particular con-
texts? Certainly in Chapter 7 we have seen that in large organisations 
the notion of leadership as a career goal is very prominent – most strik-
ingly so with the private sector group. While with the owner-managers 
there was a very different picture: low salience was predominant. The 
interrelationship of contexts and salience of leadership appears to be 
most important to leadership learning. 

•

•
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Within the employed context Bennis and Thomas (2002) argue that 
events are prominent in shaping leadership development. I argue here 
that such events within particular personal circumstances are catalytic 
to stimulating salience of leadership. For example, someone may expe-
rience a dreadful bully as a boss but not associate the learning from 
this experience as developing an understanding of leadership; rather, it 
lessens the salience of leadership as a valued role. Such a scenario was 
frequently the case with the owner-manager group.

Understanding of what an organisation holds as salient is learnt 
explicitly as well as tacitly through participation in organisational life. 
Learning of contextual practice, such as leadership, may be revealed 
through the lens of situated learning that provides potentially powerful 
insights into underlying causes of leadership learning. 

Situated learning

Through the lens of situated learning many underlying influences on 
leadership learning are revealed. 

Through all of the interviews there was limited value placed on for-
mal programmes of leadership development. Yet there was minimum 
description of learning through informal activities. The invisible natu-
ralistic process of emergent learning is most difficult to reveal. Hence 
the process of situated learning powerfully expresses and captures the 
essence, as well as providing the nuances, of leadership learning in 
particular contexts. 

Particularly relevant to leadership learning are the notions of legiti-
mate peripheral participation and apprenticeship as central features of 
situated learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991). The stories from the employed 
managers illustrated career pathways of participation that provided role 
opportunities not only to enact leadership and learn through experi-
mentation, but also to provide numerous notable people as indicators 
of good and bad practice – learning through observation and enactment 
are described under social learning further on. Such pathways of partici-
pation varied in terms of diversity of roles and diversity of contexts. The 
greater the variety of roles and contexts, the richer and more intricate 
were the descriptions and approaches to leadership. Such a finding 
strongly echoes the findings of Davies and Easterby-Smith (1984), who 
similarly illustrated that diversity of contexts and roles, linked with 
increasing levels of freedom and responsibility, acted as processes for 
enhanced management development. 

In contrast, the career pathways of participation of the owner-
managers were very different and illustrated numerous culs-de-sac of 
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limited role responsibility and severely limited scope for participation 
in terms of leadership learning. Engagement within organisations, as 
a pathway of legitimised participation of increasing responsibility in a 
leadership context, was notably absent. 

Although evidence of participation was given by employed managers 
as episodes and incidents within roles, there was limited recognition 
that a process of apprenticeship had influenced them or that leader-
ship learning had been acquired through engaged participation. For 
many, they were unsure how they had learnt leadership skills and, to 
an extent, struggled to describe their depth of learning. 

The notion of situated learning through participation and engage-
ment resembles the apprentice learning knowledge and meaning 
through participation within communities of common practice (Lave 
& Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). Such knowledge acquisition can be 
related to tacit learning (Polyani, 1966) and resembles knowledge and 
meaning that is directly related to the situational context that is diffi-
cult to express (Fox, 1997a). One of the managers from the public sector 
group provided an example of recognition that his practice and expecta-
tions of leading did not conform to a new context: 

Sometimes in [name of new organisation] that is what I’m missing a bit. 
In the civil service you have the rank and you don’t have to win respect 
when you went into a meeting, whereas in [his new organisation] it is 
very different, and you have to win that respect in every meeting you 
go in and you are starting from scratch every time. Although I have the 
skills to lead these people its just so difficult to have the same impact.

He was not aware of his practice and understanding of leadership until 
the common practice of this very different situation illustrated to him 
that he was not in rapport with others – something that he never con-
sidered during his fifteen years of leadership ‘apprenticeship’ in the 
previous organisation. 

If processes of knowledge acquisition are unconscious to the indi-
vidual, similarly problematic is the ability to describe such knowledge. 
It is perhaps unsurprising that when managers were asked how they had 
learnt how to lead, they typically struggled to provide a detailed expla-
nation. In a broader and more generalised perspective, this explanation 
also provides an insight into the often heralded, notion of leaders being 
‘born to lead’. On numerous executive development workshops I have 
posed this question – born or made? The rationale for born leaders often 
cites no formal development or ability to recall where learning may 
have occurred … therefore there’s a sense that it must be born.
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The notion of situated learning and associated process of legitimate 
participation within communities of practice provides a powerful 
explanation to this conundrum. The pathways of participation, pro-
vides potential insight into the importance of access to opportunities 
to acquire knowledge, skills and values of leadership mutually under-
stood within a particular context. This is a most central theory to 
leadership learning as it explains how both individual and collective 
leadership practice develops; as well as illustrating how similar and 
different practices of leadership occur between teams, departments, 
organisations and sectors. Further, situated learning through engage-
ment with notable people and role activities illustrates an associated 
link to identity construction, and notions of ‘becoming’ a leader – more 
on this shortly. 

Prior to an examination of identity aspiration as an influence on lead-
ership learning, we need to step out of a sociological perspective and 
into the field of social psychology. There is striking coherence between 
situated and social learning, particularly through the activities of obser-
vational learning and role enactment. 

Social learning – observed and enacted learning

The work of Bandura (1977, 1986) in the field of social learning pro-
vides a pivotal connection between situated learning and identity 
development in terms of constructing a coherent framework of leader-
ship learning. Social learning theory provides a substantial foundation 
to build upon in terms of illuminating how observation and enactment 
influence leadership learning.

Observational learning through notable people

A dominant influence that appears to have been prominent with all 
groups was the impact of notable people. For the employed managers, 
there was a greater weight of attention towards notable people within 
a broad range of organisational contexts. It was noticeable that the 
greater the salience an individual had towards leadership, the greater 
the plurality of reported notable people. The owner-managers had fewer 
examples of notable organisational leaders and placed greater weight on 
the importance of family and educational influences. This correspond-
ingly appeared to place a low salience on leadership. 

Interestingly, and to be developed further in Part B, employed women 
managers on the one hand, generally recalled learning from notable 
men as equivocal and typically favoured women as role models. Men 
on the other hand, rarely ever mentioned women as notables, focusing 
on good and bad male leaders.
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Bandura (1977, 1986) powerfully argues that observational learning is 
the dominant formative learning process. He states that:

Learning through action has thus been given major, if not exclusive, 
priority. In actuality, all learning of phenomena, resulting from 
direct experience, can occur vicariously by observing other people’s 
behaviour and its consequences for them. 

(1986: 19)

Bandura argues that social learning through observation provides inval-
uable short cuts to knowledge acquisition of complex phenomena such 
as leadership: 

Some complex skills can be mastered only through the aid of mod-
elling. If children had no exposure to the utterances of models, it 
would be virtually impossible to teach them the linguistic skills that 
constitute language. 

(1986: 20)

Although Bandura’s area of work has established the significance of 
observational, or vicarious learning (ibid.; McGuire, 1984; Markus & 
Wurf, 1987), there is a dearth of explicit research focused on observa-
tional learning within organisational contexts (see Kempster, 2008). 
Rather, the focus of this body of work is predominantly towards the 
transition of children to adults. The closest identified related research is 
associated with career exploration (Betz & Voyten, 1997) or socialisation 
( Jones, 1988) or Ibarra’s work on professional adaptation (Ibarra, 1999). 
The value of observational learning and social learning theory to leader-
ship learning has significant potential for the following reasons: 

Notable people were perhaps the single most dominant and common 
theme of all interviews. 
Observational learning that involved notable people enables the 
development of global implicit theories of leadership – such as 
strong, certain, visionary, charismatic. 
Observational learning from notables within organisations enables the 
development of leadership practice interrelated to specific contexts. 

Observational learning can be seen to be interconnected with situated 
learning and salience. Career pathways within organisations offer varie-
ties of notables. As a manager transcends to increasingly senior levels of 

•

•

•
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responsibility, the salience of leadership is enhanced or affirmed. This 
appears to provide additional focused attention towards observing nota-
bles and perhaps becoming more discerning towards relevant attributes 
pertinent to particular contexts. Such observation is not as a direct copy 
or facsimile of these notables but rather as symbols providing general 
guidance (Bandura, 1986) and a broad framework drawn from, and 
relevant to, particular contexts – hence the anchoring of observational 
learning with situated learning.

Learning through enactment

Enactive experience is a ubiquitous tutor, however toilsome and 
costly the lessons learned from experience might be at times.

(Bandura, 1986: 106)

The symbolic and guiding nature of observational learning can be seen 
to be refined through enacted practice. Enactment of leading in particu-
lar contexts is offered up through career trajectories in the form of roles 
and associated responsibilities. These enactments serve to act as a form 
of experiment in leading; they further stimulate self-reflection on self-
efficacy (Bandura, 1977, 1986, 1997) of leading as well as confirmation 
of identification with becoming a leader. Both aspects of self-efficacy 
and identity will be developed in detail further on, but are mentioned 
here to anchor association with situated learning, observational learning 
and, most notably, learning through enactment. 

Roles, as forms of enactments, were the most prominent feature in 
the narratives of managers’ who saw leadership as salient. These were 
described within an unfolding discussion of their career pathway placing 
emphasis on explaining the role and the responsibility, rather than 
experiences that occurred as a result of the roles. Through these roles 
the managers’ emphasised the impact of notables, both good and bad, 
but did not place emphasis on their own experiences of leading. 

Extant literature, most prominently McCall et al. (1988) suggests 
that experience of enactments is dominant in learning leadership and 
management. The primacy of enactment is without question the focus 
of learning within the work of Burgoyne (1977 and 1983 with Hodgson) 
and Davies and Easterby-Smith (1984). The limited articulation within 
these managers’ experience may relate to the notion of reflection-in-
action (Schon, 1983). Schon’s argument connects with Polyani (1966) 
and Nonanka and Takeuchi (1995) and suggests that professional prac-
tice develops through immediate reflection-in-action (Schon, 1983), 
where enactment of leading in action develops knowledge of leadership 
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through tacit acquisition. Burgoyne and Hodgson (1983) illustrated that 
recall of routine learning events was highly problematic over a short 3–4 
week time period; but their research illustrated the cumulative affect of 
such repetitive routines in terms of acquired learning. Linking tacitly 
acquired knowledge through enactment with situated learning provides 
additional emphasis to the notion of leadership learning as a form of 
apprenticeship (Kempster, 2006). 

A further explanation of the limited espoused impact of learning 
through enactment is interrelated with the work on memory (Tulving, 
1983; Nurius, 1993; Walsh, 1995). It is difficult to recall repetitive, non-
emotional everyday happenings. Rather, memory is more able to recall 
transformative learning (Mezirow, 1985) and novel emotive events 
(White, 1982; Walsh, 1995). For example, events such as hardships trig-
ger a person to reappraise their sense of understanding, confidence and 
identity (Marcus & Wurf, 1987).3 

In conclusion, the work of Orr (1996) provides a useful summary to 
the limited descriptions of enactments in this study. Orr’s empirical 
ethnographic work on service technicians illustrated a significant diver-
gence between what people are able to describe and the practice they 
enact. Verbal descriptions of a practice were described as ‘thin descrip-
tions’; while the observed activity of their practice was characterised 
as ‘thick descriptions’. Orr observed that the practice in action was so 
much more complex than the technicians were able to describe to him 
in the interviews. Undoubtedly the 40 managers and owner-managers 
examined in this study have only been able to provide a glimpse of their 
learning acquired through enactments. 

Summary

The high prevalence of notable people in all the discussions with the 
interviewees suggested that processes of observational learning should 
be considered as a key element. It provides a useful explanation to the 
development of global perspectives of leadership, in terms of popu-
larised leadership figures, and equally provides a building block for 
understanding of leadership practice in local settings.4 Enacted learn-
ing has been argued to be central to leadership learning despite the 
counter-intuitive finding of limited explicit empirical evidence in this 
study. Orr’s work, in particular, amplifies the arguments that enactment 
shapes behaviour beyond the capability of an individual to express 
(1996). Further, enactment is part of a continual process of reflection-
in-action that is difficult to recall unless it forms a central feature of 
memory formation or alteration (Walsh, 1995). To sum up what must 
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seem axiomatic: experience through role enactment is important to 
leadership learning; but its importance needs to be placed alongside the 
other influences notably observational learning and situated learning.

Social learning can be seen to fit closely with situated learning. 
Through situated learning and participation, managers come in contact 
with notable people and through such participation they are able to 
enact a variety of roles; as they proceed along career pathways so that 
the variety of both observed notables and role enactments extends and 
deepens leadership learning. The degree to which learning from obser-
vation and enactment occurs appears to relate not only to the avail-
ability of notables and opportunities to experience leadership through 
roles, but also to the extent that a manager wants to invest something 
of themselves in becoming a leader, in association with the value a com-
munity holds for the role of leadership. 

The discussion will move from the interpersonal perspective associ-
ated with situated, observed and enacted learning, to an intrapersonal 
perspective associated with identity development and self-efficacy per-
formance expectations. 

Identity construction – ‘becoming’ a leader

In Chapter 7 a striking finding emerged through comparing the lived 
experiences of the employed and the owner-managers associated 
with the notion of identity. The self-employed identified themselves 
as owner-managers of their respective businesses or saw themselves 
through their professional identity as a solicitor, an engineer or per-
haps as a joiner or an IT specialist. 

In contrast, the employed senior managers who saw leadership as per-
sonally salient (reflecting all but three of the 30 interviewed managers) 
strongly identified with leadership, both as a valued role at the personal 
level and invariably as a valued role in their organisations and occupa-
tions. In many respects the notion of community salience of the social 
identity of leadership was highly prevalent. Such community salience 
can be seen as significant in terms of being interrelated with aspirations 
to become this valued identity, particularly through the role model 
influence of notable people. 

Most relevant to this research is an association made by Bussey and 
Bandura (1992) who identified an interrelationship of salience with selec-
tive information processing once a person has accepted becoming an 
identity.5 For example, the greater the identification with leadership, the 
greater the salience and attentiveness to observe leadership. Thus the con-
struction of an identity as a leader is important to leadership learning. 
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A review of related theory on identity was outlined in Chapter 3 
which presented a clear argument. Although there is limited explicit 
research on identity construction, a range of commentators (notably 
Gergen, 1971; Markus & Nurius, 1986; Markus & Wurf, 1987; Yost et al., 
1992; Ricoeur, 1992; Ezzy, 1998; Ibarra, 1999; Sparrowe, 2005) have 
developed similar perspectives that emphasise identity as a continuing 
ongoing process that links past experiences with future expectations 
in current situations – usefully captured by Ibarra (1999) in the phrase 
‘provisional-selves’, as outlined in Chapter 3. A critique of Ibarra’s work 
illustrates parallel and comparable research findings to the arguments 
of this chapter; that the dual processes of observation and experimenta-
tion are important to identity construction. 

The findings of some employed managers revealed the high salience of 
a leadership identity to them. Their lived experience illustrated incidents 
or episodes within particular contexts that highlighted an increasing 
identification with leadership and a shift away from previous identities. 
For others there was no sense of an explicit watershed, triggered by an 
incident that illustrated a realisation of changing identities; rather, the 
narrative of their lived experience reflected a gradual and imperceptible 
shift towards a leader identity. Whether it was an incident or an emer-
gent shift, the core common issue was an aspiration to become a leader. 
This appears to be significant when compared to the absence of such 
an aspirational identity with the owner-managers, who did not partici-
pate along the development pathway of ‘becoming’ and constructing a 
‘provisional identity’ of a leader. Further, they did not see leadership as 
salient. However, the example of Alan, in Part D of Chapter 7, exempli-
fies Ibarra’s argument. Alan observed key people and saw the value of 
leadership. It became salient to him. He talked about seeking to emulate 
these people – he sought to become a leader. 

A desire to become an identity requires commitment and investment 
by an individual into the desired identity (Wenger, 1998). Of those 
employed managers who strongly identified with the construction 
of a leader’s identity, they similarly perceived leadership as most sali-
ent; they were in roles in which their ‘emplotment’ provided repeated 
opportunities to learn how to become this valued identity and this was 
enacted through their career pathways of legitimate participation (Lave 
& Wenger, 1991). Again the example of Alan illustrates numerous roles 
and contexts that provided such repeated opportunities. Because of the 
structural limitations of the self-employed isolated context, in a sense, 
he sought out these situations – exemplified with Alan becoming a 
Councillor and then Leader of the council. 
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A desire to become an identity and investment of oneself into becom-
ing this identity appears to be a further important underlying influence 
on leadership learning. It has been shown that identity construction is 
a gradual and often imperceptible process that links past experiences 
and future aspirations into the present perspective of an individual’s 
‘provisional’ identity (Markus & Nurius, 1986; Ibarra, 1999). In essence, 
leadership learning can be seen as a continual process of ‘becoming’. 

Identity construction is closely associated with the salience of an iden-
tity within an organisational context. For owner-managers the limited 
identification with leadership appears to reflect the restricted salience 
of leadership in their own situation. While for employed managers the 
career goal to become a leader is highly salient, and active participation 
along the organisational career pathway, inclusive of enactments and 
observable notables, reinforces such identification. 

Through such participation, evidence is ascertained of a manager’s 
performance of becoming a leader and providing leadership. The final 
underlying influence to be outlined in Part A is that of self-efficacy – an 
expectation of performance as a leader.

Self-efficacy of leading

The notion of self-efficacy expresses individuals’ expectations of their 
level of performance in achieving a particular outcome (Bandura, 1977, 
1986, 1997) – in this instance a manager’s expectations of his/her per-
formance to lead in a particular context. There is very limited academic 
application of self-efficacy in the field of management research, with 
only two citations associated with leadership learning. Nevertheless the 
opportunity provided by utilising self-efficacy to illuminate underlying 
influence on leadership learning will be argued to be most central. 

Self-efficacy has been examined in Chapter 3 within the context of 
social learning. In short, self-efficacy assumes that an individual inter-
prets feedback on their behaviour in a particular environment, which 
in turn shapes cognition that subsequently modifies behaviour. The 
environment provides essential sources of information from either 
vicarious experience of notable others, or from immediate experience 
of role enactment or within career pathways of legitimate participation. 
Within the environment are certain challenges:

To succeed at easy tasks provides no new information for altering one 
sense of self-efficacy, whereas mastery of challenging tasks conveys 
salient evidence of enhanced competence.

(Bandura, 1986: 201)
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The importance of this quote is to emphasise the necessity of variety 
and complexity to enhance expectations and confidence of being able 
to perform and master leadership; Bandura says that: 

The more varied the circumstances in which threats are mastered, 
the more likely are the success experiences to authenticate personal 
efficacy and to impede formation of discriminations that insulate 
self-perceptions from disconfirming evidence.

(1986: 210)

Rich experience of leading in a variety of contexts is thus seen to greatly 
enhance an individual’s belief in his/her capability to lead.6 The cases in 
Chapter 7 illustrated this point by a comparison between the employed 
managers and the variety of role opportunities for enactment and peo-
ple to observe, in contrast to the owner-managers who had severely 
limited sets of experiences related to leadership. The owner-managers 
were greatly restricted in developing their performance expectation of 
leading as they had no confirmatory evidence from alternative contexts 
or benchmarks. 

Self-efficacy provides a most useful and relevant framework for under-
standing the impact of contextual experience, shaped by observed, 
enacted and situated learning, on a manager’s cognition and beliefs 
about his/her capability and understanding of being able to lead. 
Inference from the evidence across the groups suggests that confirma-
tion of performance capability from a rich set of sources of feedback is 
more available in the employed context than the self-employed. The 
associated influences of identity construction and salience are argued to 
work congruently alongside role enactments and observed benchmark 
comparisons from notable others, to enhance confirmatory evidence of 
being able to perform as a leader. As such, I argue that self-efficacy is a 
further underlying influence on leadership learning.

Self-efficacy is important to an understanding of leadership learning; 
but in itself it is only a partial explanation. This is perhaps equally appli-
cable to all the influences on leadership learning. Significance may lie 
in the interrelationship with salience and identity, along with observed, 
enacted and situated learning.

Theoretical insights explaining leadership learning

Drawing together the preceding discussion a set of theoretical inter-
pretations and explanations are proposed that provide insights on 
leadership learning. The research theme that has run throughout the 
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book is: how have managers learnt to lead? The answer is towards a set 
of underlying influences made up from the following:

An interpersonal configuration – observed, enacted and situated 
learning.
An intrapersonal configuration – identity development, salience and 
self-efficacy.
A systemic configuration that integrates the inter- and intraper-
spectives.

Each of these will be examined and then drawn together as a holistic 
and integrated explanation of leadership learning. 

Interpersonal influences on leadership learning

It is intended that this discussion creates a coherent explanation 
of identified influences on leadership learning through an illustra-
tion of how dynamics of situated, observed and enacted learning 
are interrelated, and how all three sit within the broader notion of 
interpersonal leadership learning through lived experience. Such 
an interrelationship is captured in Figure 8.1. The diagram seeks to 
represent a reciprocal relationship of observed and enacted learning 
generated along the career pathway, shown as the wavy line running 
though the context.

The below diagram illustrates the crucible (Bennis & Thomas, 2002) of 
the context of lived experience in which the three processes of situated, 
observed and enacted learning operate. Situated learning is the empha-
sised processes of meaning and practice acquired through interaction 
and the dominance of career pathways; thereby providing opportunities 
to participate and, through such participation, managers come into 

•

•

•

Observed

Enacted

Situated

Context

Figure 8.1 Interpersonal influences on leadership learning
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contact with the formative influence of observational learning from 
notable people. Equally, career pathways provide roles of leadership 
enactment that enables observed learning to be applied in particular 
contexts, thereby refining knowledge through repeated applications. 
Through observation, enactment is guided. Through the processes 
of enactment practice is refined, and situated practice is developed. 
Observational learning of notable people similarly transmits practices 
and meanings of leadership. 

Thus the interrelationship of all three is significant. In light of the 
discussion thus far, it can be seen that in the employed context these 
elements are in great abundance, creating a sense of reinforcement and 
act as an emergent property – more than the sum of their parts. In the 
self-employed owner-manager context there is significantly less rein-
forcement as a result of limited variety of enactment opportunities and 
restricted presence and the variability of notables to observe. 

Identity, salience and self-efficacy – an intrapersonal helix

The interrelationship of identity, salience and self-efficacy appears to be 
significant to leadership learning and a metaphor of an intrapersonal 
helix is introduced to illustrate the strength of this interrelationship. 
Please note, however, I am not suggesting a DNA of leadership learn-
ing! Rather, the metaphor of the helix is to illustrate the intertwining of 
three connected stands, namely salience, identity and self-efficacy. First, 
I wish to elaborate on the mutuality of connection between these three 
intrapersonal underlying influences, illustrated in Figure 8.2.

The mutuality of the cycle reflects arguments from the following 
scenarios:

Salience led – if leadership is personally salient to a manager then 
he/she invests personal effort and commitment to become the 

•

Salience

Self-efficacy Identity

Figure 8.2 Mutual cycle of salience, identity and self-efficacy
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identity of a leader. Through such investment he/she seeks out 
evidence of the self-efficacy of their performance of this salient 
identity. 
Self-efficacy led – if a manager receives confirmation of his/her ability 
in leading, this may raise the salience of leadership and consequently 
begin to relate more towards the identity of a leader. 
Identity led – if a manager identifies himself/herself as a leader, then 
he/she seeks out evidence to confirm the identity through perform-
ance capability. Similarly he/she is much more attentive to salient 
information on leadership – recognising leadership out of the milieu 
of stimuli.

Anchoring these scenarios into the evidence from the study, the manag-
ers who strongly identified themselves as leaders talked about the per-
sonal importance of leadership to themselves. Through the interviews, 
there was a depth and richness of experience related to leadership as evi-
denced through numerous episodes of learning, both from observation 
of notables and role enactment that appeared to provide a strong sense 
of self-efficacy, of being able to lead. Through the legitimate participa-
tion of role enactment at increasing levels of seniority, there was a sense 
of confirmation of increasing the self-efficacy of leading. As a manager’s 
career became increasingly associated with leadership, so leadership 
became more salient, and thus there was an increased investment into 
becoming the social identity of a leader.

Such an interrelationship of identity, salience and self-efficacy was 
illustrated in a contrasting and opposite manner. The owner-managers 
generally perceived leadership to be of low salience to themselves and 
certainly identified appreciably less with ‘becoming’ a leader. Rather, 
this was negatively associated with organisational leadership and a 
career they had rejected. Numerously their lived experiences had a pau-
city of leadership episodes and certainly there was a dearth of notables. 
There was very little evidence of a strong sense of self-efficacy of lead-
ing. For many they raised questions as to their confidence, competence 
and capability to lead in contexts other than their own business. 

•

•

Identity

Salience

Self-efficacy

Figure 8.3 Helix of intrapersonal influences on leadership learning
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The argument shows a strong interrelationship between identity, sali-
ence and self-efficacy. In a sense these three influences on leadership 
learning can be seen to be intertwined as an intrapersonal helix forming 
a rope, as illustrated in Figure 8.3.

The final section of Part A draws together the intra- and interpersonal 
influences into a systemic conceptualisation that links a processual and 
temporal perspective to leadership learning through lived experience. 

A systemic model of leadership learning

The explanation of the interdependence of identity, salience and self-
efficacy has been developed along with situated, observed and enacted 
learning. In fact without these associated interpersonal influences, 
the ‘helix’ on leadership learning would be severely restricted, argu-
ably non-existent. Thus it is to situations and the learning that these 
provide, and that the helix must be embedded with. It is argued that 
the intrapersonal helix is the line that can be seen to run through the 
context in which situated, enacted and observed learning occurs, as 
illustrated in Figure 8.4.

All managers, employed or self-employed, experienced a number 
of situations. The employed managers placed greater emphasis on 
organisational situations and these were more numerous. While the 
self-employed managers placed greatest emphasis primarily on two 
contexts: the family and the associated formative experiences, such as 
schools and their own business. 

If we now add successive contexts that the managers experience 
through their careers we can create a temporal perspective, as illustrated 
in Figure 8.5.

Observed

Enacted

Intrapersonal
Helix

Situated

Interpersonal
Context

Figure 8.4 Leadership learning in a single context
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This temporal and processual perspective seeks to illustrate a number 
of themes:

A sense of ongoing development through successive contexts. 
Situations providing stimulus to the helix – in terms of learning 
drawn from situated, observed or enacted learning. 
The helix subsequently accentuates attentiveness to learning from 
the situation in terms of observed notables and enacted roles.

Although three contexts have been illustrated, the range and diversity 
of contexts is most central to an understanding of leadership learning. 
Further, managers are often active in serial and parallel contexts. The 
description by Daniel (given earlier in his case study) illustrates his serial 
career moving from one context to another. This is most typical of the 
employed managers: 

And I went from Warwick to Leeds and Leeds just blew my mind. From 
G. who was an appalling man, Machiavelli would have felt at home, 
to C., who became director in Northumberland, he was a very good 
role model for me; and I learnt a tremendous amount from that. S. was 
the director who was much more staid but he was very stubborn. In 
Warwickshire I worked with M. who became director in Solihull and he 
was energetic but he wasn’t in the same league really as a leader as S.

However, the comment from Phillip (a senior partner in a firm of 
solicitors) about locations and experiences since practicing as a solicitor, 
exemplifies the dominant owner-manager perspective: 

But I’m very insular. I haven’t had any other job. I’ve been self-
employed for donkeys years, I haven’t had a boss. I have only worked 
in two offices in all these years.

•
•

•

Figure 8.5 Temporal perspective of leadership learning
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Summary of influences on leadership learning

Part A of this chapter has sought to address the questions that were set 
in Chapter 1: 

What influences shape leadership learning? The identified influences 
shaping leadership learning are suggested to be interpersonal occur-
ring within the context through situated, observed and enacted 
learning; and intrapersonal within the individual as illustrated by a 
‘helix’ of salience, identity and self-efficacy.
How do these influences shape leadership learning? A strong relation-
ship appeared to occur between all of the underlying influences 
producing a system. The power to shape leadership learning of 
this system is influenced by the context of the manager. It has 
been shown that an employed manager experienced situations 
that provided situated learning opportunities of participation and 
the generation of common meanings and identification. Through 
social learning, employed managers experienced role enactments 
and observational learning from notable people. In contrast the 
self-employed managers illustrated the absence of influence of the 
‘helix’ in leadership learning and there were very different situ-
ational experiences, such as the absence of a career pathway and 
legitimised participation, limited variety of salient notable people 
and role enactments. 

The arguments have thus been outlined to answer the first two ques-
tions. Building upon the explanation of these underlying influences, 
it is essential to explore further and seek to illuminate the contextual 
variations that have been identified within Chapter 7. This is the focus 
of Part B. 

Part B: Insights into contextual variation on leadership learning

Part A has outlined an explanation of leadership learning through lived 
experience; but how does context influence the interaction and effect 
of the intra- and interpersonal processes? Hence the third question: How 
does context influence leadership learning?

In Chapter 7 the relationship with leadership was illustrated as vary-
ing considerably between the groups, most notably comparing women 

•

•
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and men managers and employed and self-employed. Part B seeks 
to draw upon these findings by exploring and revealing why such 
variations may occur through the use of ‘influence configurations’. An 
influence configuration is adapted from the work of Fleetwood (2004) 
as a method for moving away from the catch-all notion of context to 
create a more specific explanatory framework. This framework will 
be employed throughout Part B, highlighting contextual variation 
between men in the public and private sectors, men and women man-
agers, employed managers and owner-managers. 

Prior to elaborating on such contrastive discussions a final theo-
retical lens is introduced that links Parts A and B together: the role 
of the individual (as agent) interacting within specific contexts 
(structures).

Context shaped by structures and agency

A context can be seen as an amalgam of numerous influences and from 
an organisational perspective such influences, which are both exter-
nal and internal, form a complex influence configuration (Fleetwood, 
2004), which is able to have an affect on outcomes. Such an influence 
configuration would be developed over many years and reflects ante-
cedent structure–agency interaction. 

Within a context, structures in the form of embedded practices are 
sustained or elaborated through people. Some people have greater 
power than others and thus have potentially greater influence within 
organisations to shape practices. This proposition introduces the 
work of Archer (1995, 2000) and adds a important additional inter-
pretation to leadership learning through the lens of structure–agency 
interaction.7

Her argument is that embedded practices pre-exist individuals 
and, as a consequence, individuals are influenced by such practices.8 
Certain individuals who have access to influence and power, in this 
case leaders, can elaborate (or sustain) leadership practices and mean-
ings, causing influence on their colleagues leadership learning within 
a specific organisation – particularly direct reports. I consider this 
notion of structure–agency interaction a most powerful insight into 
the development of underlying influences shaping leadership learn-
ing and practice, and most helpful in providing an illumination of 
contextual variety. 

The arguments of Part A are thus extended by Archer’s work, which 
places the inter- and intrapersonal influences into a structural context 
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that is continuously in flux, being either sustained or elaborated by 
the actions of individuals. For example (and to be elaborated in detail 
below), the prominence in this study towards the role of notable 
people influencing leadership learning needs to be connected to the 
role of individuals to sustain or elaborate pre-existing practices of 
leadership. 

Arguably through such structure–agency interaction the differentia-
tion of practices of leadership between the groups occurs and can, in 
part, be explained. Part B will thus explore how different practices, in 
the form of ‘influence configurations’, differ between the public and 
private sectors, between men and women, and between the employed 
and the self-employed. I will show how the intra- and interpersonal 
underlying influences on leadership learning are affected by other 
context-based influences. 

To achieve this goal we need to first understand the process of con-
trasting ‘influence configurations’. An influence configuration seeks to 
make explicit influences that appear to be shaping the occurrence of 
a particular outcome in a specific context. The influences are divided 
between internal and external. The internal influences, such as the 
intra- and interpersonal influences on leadership learning identified 
in Part A, may be present in a number of contexts; but this does not 
mean that leadership learning will occur, or that there is any regularity 
in the form of learning. This is because other influences are likely to be 
present. Further any notion of regularity is further undermined by the 
numerous external influences that affect all contexts, or affect specific 
contexts. In essence, the most that can be shown in an influence con-
figuration are internal influences, mediated by external influences, to 
generate a ‘tendency’ to stimulate leadership learning, the outcome of 
which is leadership practice. 

To help simplify this description we need an example; Figure 8.6 
outlines a method of illustrating how this works. For this example the 
intra- and interpersonal influences are shown as A’s; while other influ-
ences are B’s (drawn from Context 1) and C’s (drawn from Context 2). 
Some influences can be common to many contexts, or bespoke to one 
single context. In the example shown in Figure 8.6, Context 2 includes 
influences in Context 1 but also distinct influences only present in 
Context 2 – identified here as C’s. The external influences on leadership 
learning are assumed in this example to be media images of leaders and 
texts, such as this book! These influences directly affect an individual’s 
leadership learning but may also influence the context. Finally, the 
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example shows that the context is itself sustained or elaborated by the 
agency actions of a leader’s practice. 

Figure 8.6 illustrates two patterns of contextual influence. Both con-
texts share some influences, while additional influences are seen to be 
prevalent in one context and different in another. Both contexts have 
external influences and the affect of such influences will vary in each 
context. For example, a change of government may be more influential 
on the public sector than in the private. Equal opportunities legislation 
may have more impact on women’s leadership learning than men’s. 

This notion of contextual variation is a most fundamental prin-
ciple that has guided the epistemology behind this book: what 
is known can only be explained as a ‘tendency’ for influences to 
produce a similar outcome. Contexts, or ‘influence configurations’, 
change all the time. Prediction that certain influences will shape 
leadership learning in all contexts is a fallible notion. At best certain 
influences, if present and influential in a particular context, will 
have a ‘tendency’ for leadership learning to produce a certain situated 
leadership practice. 

We shall now compare the three different groups: the private and 
public sectors; men and women; and employed and owner-managers. 
Through such comparison the contextual variations and the influences 
that appear to shape such differences will be illuminated. 

Context One
Influence A1
Influence A2
Influence A3
Influence A4
Influence B1
Influence B2
Influence B3

Context Two

Tendency to shape
leadership
 learning

Tendency to shape
leadership
 learning

Outcome:
Leadership

practice

Outcome:
Leadership

practice

Influence A1
Influence A2
Influence A3
Influence A4
Influence B1
Influence B3
Influence C1
Influence C2
Influence C3

External
influences:

Media, books

Agency practice
influences the
context

Agency practice
influences the
context

Figure 8.6 Comparison of influence configurations
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Comparing public and private sector leadership learning

The intra- and interpersonal influences on leadership learning were 
prominent in both public and private sectors, but varied in the manner 
of their affect on individuals, for example:

Career pathways more pronounced in the private sector. 
Intrinsic purpose of public sector activities. 
Espoused importance of ethics was dominant in the public sector but 
less explicit in the private sector.
Greater value placed on team orientation in the private sector. 
Abuse of power was commonly described in the private sector.

The varying influences generated from the respective sectors have been 
drawn into a comparative influence configuration shown in Figure 8.7 
to allow comparison between the groups. The intra- and interpersonal 
influences are identified as ‘C’; the influences drawn out from the pub-
lic sector annotated as ‘PS’ – one of which, career pathway to the goal 
of being a leader, is shared with the private sector; while the influences 
distinct to the private sector are shown as ‘P’. 

What is shared between both groups is the dominance of the ear-
lier identified intra- and interpersonal influences shaping leadership 

•
•
•

•
•

Context One: Public Sector

C: Observed – notable people
C: Enacted – role activity
C: Situated – participation
C: Identity – ongoing‘becoming’
C: Self-efficacy – performance
PS: Procedures, scrutiny, committees
PS: Serving the public
PS: Intrinsic purpose
PS: Technical skill / profession
PS: Career ladder – goal of a leader

Context Two: Private Sector

C: Observed – notable people
C: Enacted – role activity
C: Situated – participation
C: Identity – ongoing ‘becoming’
C: Self-efficacy – performance
P: Unrestricted authority – freedom
P: Profit and performance measures
P: Team leadership – highly valued
PS: Career ladder – goal of a leader
PS: Technical skill /profession

Tendency to shape
leadership learning

Tendency to shape
leadership learning

Outcome:
Leadership practice

Outcome:
Leadership practice

External
Influences:

Media, books

Leaders practice
mostly sustains
the ongoing
context for
leadership
learning

Leaders practice
mostly sustains
the ongoing
context for
leadership
learning

Figure 8.7 Contrastive influence configuration of private and public sector 
managers
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learning. However, the nature and characteristics of leadership were 
different between the private and public sector groups as a consequence 
of additional contextual influences that reflect the historic antecedent 
of the embedded practices of the previous generations. 

For example, in the public sector group, managers frequently com-
mented on the influence and salience of organisational purpose and 
on the ethos of public service. Combined with these influences was the 
affect of public scrutiny, use of public money and associated bureauc-
racy ensuring public access to information, policy and performance 
measurement. Such embedded practices and associated relationships 
create contexts that are distinctive from the private sector. For the 
public sector leader, these influences appear to limit freedom of action, 
autonomy and restrict personal use of power. Rather, power was more 
associated with position in the hierarchy. 

In contrast, managers from the private sector frequently mentioned 
the abuse of power by notable individuals reflecting greater freedom of 
action and the notion of ‘fiefdoms’ within organisations. There was a 
distinction between the two sectors with regard to purpose, particularly 
a lack of implicit societal purpose within the private sector in contrast 
to the public sector group. Discussion of societal purpose was most 
central to the public sector managers; Harry, a Director of an NHS Trust, 
exemplifies this point: 

Something I did meant that patients got a better deal, a better service.

It appeared that the private sector managers saw purpose through the 
value of teams of which there was frequent mention, particularly the rec-
ognised value of being a team leader. Finally, a further distinction can be 
drawn between the sectors relating to the economic imperative of profit 
in the private sector and economic scrutiny in the public sector. 

The intra- and interpersonal influences on leadership learning were 
present in both the groups. However, historic embedded practices 
can be seen to have distorted the nature of the leadership practice 
between the private and the public sectors generating a different 
emphasis and practice of leadership. The explanation of leadership 
learning between the public and private sector groups has similari-
ties with the group of women drawn from each sector in terms of the 
common intra- and interpersonal influences. However, for the women 
there are also striking additional influences on learning that appear 
to create a different perspective to leadership learning and associated 
leadership practice. 
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Women and leadership learning

At the outset of this study into how managers learn leadership, it was 
not the intention to develop a contrastive discussion between men and 
women. However, findings emerged that illustrated a potential rich area 
of contrast. The similar and contrasting influences are illustrated in 
Figure 8.8. The previous notations will continue to be used adding ‘W’ 
for the influences that appeared to have affected the women managers. 
Additionally some of the previous notations are amended with ‘/W’ to 
show how the previous influences are altered in affect on the women. 
The increased complexity of describing women’s leadership learning 
in part exemplifies the increased complexity of leadership learning for 
women. To try to simplify such increasing complexity we will only com-
pare men and women managers from the private sector.

There are strong similarities to the male employed managers particu-
larly with respect to the presence and influence of generative intra- 
and interpersonal influences of leadership learning. Most significant 
was the role and impact of notable people. An emphasis in the female 

Male Managers: private sector
C: Observed – notable people
C: Enacted – role activity
C: Situated – participation
C: Identity – ongoing ‘becoming’
C: Self-efficacy – performance
PS: Technical skill / profession
PS: Career ladder – goal of a leader
P: Unrestricted authority – freedom
P: Profit and performance measures
P: Team leadership – highly valued

Female Managers: private sector
C/W: Observed – notable male & female
C: Enacted – role activity
C/W: Situated – participation difficult
C/W: Identity – more equivocal
C: Self-efficacy – performance
P: Unrestricted authority – freedom
P: Profit and performance measures
P: Team leadership – highly valued
PS / W: less clear career ladder
PS: Technical skill / profession
W: Inclusive working relationships
W: Gender – dominant in all accounts
W: Female support groups
W: Female contexts – family & education
W: Social marginality − unconventionality

Tendency to shape
leadership learning

Tendency to shape
leadership learning

Outcome:
Leadership practice

Outcome:
Leadership practice

External
Influences:

Media, books

Women’s
practice
elaborates the
context for
leadership
practice

Leaders
practice
mostly
sustains
the male
context for
leadership
learning

Figure 8.8 Contrastive influence configuration of men and women managers in 
the private sector
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group was balanced between genders but with a prominence of role 
model influence towards women drawn from inside and outside the 
employed context. However, a deeper exploration reveals significant 
differences. 

Perhaps the most explicit was gender. Gender was predominant 
and highly salient to the female group, significantly shaping their 
lived experience of leadership learning in striking contrast to the 
men. Phillips and Imhoff (1997) undertook a review of literature 
examining women and their career development and summarised 
that much has been learnt over the last ten years about structural 
influences on women’s careers in terms of identity, occupational 
choices, barriers to entry into particular careers and experiences of 
organisational life. In their review of vocational experiences, the gender-
related issues echoed the emergent themes from this study, that 
there is an historic structural phenomenon that greatly influences 
vocational careers of women and reflects elements of the following 
gender-oriented factors:

Dissuading women from entering non-traditional roles, such as man-
agement (Phillips & Imhoff, 1997: 39 – citing the work of Chatterjee 
& McCarrey, 1989; and similarly Mazen & Lemkau, 1990). 
Women have held low self-efficacy expectations in non-traditional 
careers – such as management (Bridges, 1988; Lauver & Jones, 1991; 
Matsui et al., 1994).
Negative attribution through marginalisation – ‘Men, currently in 
higher ranking positions, prefer to promote other men’ (Phillips 
& Imhoff, 1997: 46). Similarly, and most striking, Saal and Moore 
(1993) suggested that the promotion of a same-sex candidate over 
an opposite-sex candidate was perceived as more fair than was the 
reverse!
Problematic career pathways (Betz & Fitzgerald, 1987), associated 
with marginality and negative attribution – women have experi-
enced difficulties progressing along career trajectories. Melamed 
(1995), for example, identified that sexual discrimination account-
ed for between 55 per cent and 62 per cent of variance in career 
success.
Multiple roles – associated with career progression is the impact of 
career breaks and multiple roles. Expectations on women to balance 
work and home, roles and identities; balancing of roles and identities 
made more difficult through career breaks that resulted in issues of 
maintaining confidence. 

•

•

•

•

•
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However, some aspects of structural gender discrimination have been 
used by the women managers as influences to help mitigate or over-
come such dominant structural effects. These were identified as:

Female contexts – descriptions were given of situations in which 
females were dominant. These were often family or educational con-
texts, such as a single-sex schools.
Social support groups – contexts in which deliberate groups were 
sought out or formed to provide support in terms of sharing experi-
ences, providing advice and encouragement, thereby building or 
sustaining confidence.
Social marginality – the non-traditional role of being a female man-
ager provided structural opportunities of being less embedded in 
organisational culture. This enabled a perceived sense of freedom 
of action and independence of mind greater than that of their male 
counterparts. Further, the unconventionality of having a woman as 
a leader in a male world appeared to create a sense of charismatic 
attribution towards the women. 
Multiple roles – plurality of roles appeared to generate a balanced 
perspective to work/life priorities, role modelling an emerging struc-
tural change in employee expectations. Broadening of perspectives 
beyond the organisation was described by some of the women man-
agers as providing a richer personal identity. 
Inclusive working relations – a desire by organisations for a team focus 
was described by a number of the women as suiting their gendered 
perspective of relationships. A feminine perspective to leadership may 
link to espoused desirable leadership qualities of emotional awareness 
and individualised consideration (Bass & Avolio, 1990a). 

Influences of these gender-associated effects are perhaps best seen as an 
interrelated influence configuration. For example, the formative female 
context provided role models to observe and enact opportunities and 
for leading which often created high efficacy aspirations for employ-
ment in management careers. Such formative experiences may have 
been a catalyst for women to subsequently seek out female support 
groups in organisational contexts to provide assistance and encourage-
ment, provide further role model guidance and help sustain confidence, 
particularly following career breaks. Equally, issues of marginalisation 
could be explored and advice offered to assist overcoming structural 
obstacles along the career path. 

This discussion reflects identified research and recommendations for 
interventions, such as the use of social support groups (South et al., 1987), 

•

•

•

•

•
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exposure to role models (Bailey & Nihlen, 1990), the use of other women 
as agents to reduce barriers to career advancement (Betz & Hackett, 1987) 
and the provision of mentors, particularly female mentors (Dreher & Ash, 
1990). 

The ever increasing prominence of women in management careers, 
and at increasing levels of seniority, is perhaps most salient not only to a 
discussion specifically on women’s leadership learning, but also more gen-
erally significant to potential changes, albeit imperceptible, to leadership 
practice. In essence, the historic perspective of leadership as a masculine 
phenomenon (Grint, 2005), sustained through structural powers, may be 
on the cusp of becoming feminised (Billing & Alvesson, 2000).

The work of Phillips and Imhoff (1997) not only described gender 
structures inhibiting women’s vocational careers, but also referred to 
changes occurring to structures around gender and careers. For exam-
ple, they cite Gerstein et al. (1988) who identified that women’s self-
efficacy expectations have substantially increased over the preceding 
two decades with regard to careers in non-traditional occupations, such 
as management. Similarly they cite Tangri and Jenkins (1986) who 
suggested that women’s career patterns are changing, reflecting higher 
numbers of employed women and greater numbers of women in non-
traditional careers. Alongside these changes is the increasing role inno-
vation more suited to flexible working, greater education of women, 
smaller families and starting families later in careers (Phillips & Imhoff, 
1997). Further, the increase in experience of men working with women 
is seen to be changing male expectations of women in non-traditional 
roles (Palmer & Lee, 1990; Fandt & Stevens, 1991). Thus research has 
begun to illustrate that women’s career expectations of management 
careers have risen as a result of improving career experiences of a greater 
number of women role models (Elliott & Stead, 2008).

Drawn together, these ‘green shoots’ provide indications of change 
and reflect Archer’s (1995) notion of morphogenesis, where the pre-
existing structural influences are becoming modified by actions of influ-
ential individuals. In this case, the individuals are an ever-increasing 
number of women managers who are, alongside women employees, in 
increasingly prominent and numerous leadership roles. Thus Archer’s 
model may give light and focus to an emerging structural change to 
leadership and an argument for the feminisation of leadership. 

To elaborate lets consider the inter- and intrapersonal influences. 
The greater the number of women managers the more prominent 
will be processes of observational learning of women managers and 
salience of women’s leadership. The increasing number of women 
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at senior positions will begin to reshape and modify the practices of 
leadership through processes of situated learning. Associated with 
modified practices will be the potential for a greater sense of personal 
identification with the role of a leader for women and their enhanced 
expectation of being able to perform this role due to the changed 
nature of leadership practice.

Billing and Alvesson (2000) argue that the qualities and character-
istics associated with leadership are becoming decreasingly associated 
with masculinity. However, the prominence of literature on the pre-
existing structural antecedents and influences of gender discrimination 
suggest at best that the arguments outlined regarding the feminisation 
of leadership reflects these very early ‘green shoots’. Phillips and Imhoff 
(1997) concluded with a call for greater research into the processes shap-
ing a woman’s career path: 

We know little about a woman’s efforts to enter the workforce and 
about what helps her negotiate this transition well.

(1997: 50)

Save for the recent work of Elliott and Stead (2008) that explored how 
leadership is experienced and constructed by women, we know even 
less about how women leaders in particular contexts have learnt how 
to lead. The illuminations from this study will help to map out areas 
of further research and hopefully policy implications for effective inter-
vention to assist women’s leadership learning. 

Owner-managers and leadership learning

Although the two previous explanations have revealed different influ-
ence configurations shaping leadership learning, the contrast between 
the employed and self-employed groups is starkly different by compari-
son. It is through this comparison that the significance of influences on 
leadership learning is exhibited. Figure 8.9 illustrates the comparison. 
The same notations are used as with the two previous configurations 
plus two additional influences, annotated as ‘OM’, for the owner-
managers: their purpose for running their businesses, and the crucible 
of learning that is their business. What is striking is the absence of most 
of the intra- and interpersonal influences. 

Unlike the previous groups, the dominant underlying intra- and 
interpersonal influences on leadership learning are either absent or cer-
tainly very low in effect. Rather, the self-employed group has an influ-
ence configuration that in part draws on elements of the other three 
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groups and illustrates influences distinct to the owner-manager context. 
The similarities are, for example:

Marginalisation – similar to the women managers, the self-employed 
managers described situations of being on the periphery of organi-
sational life (Goffee & Scase, 1985; Curran, 1986);9 being somehow 
different from their colleagues in terms of independence and social 
fit (Gray, 1990). 
Confidence – again similar to the women group, a common issue for 
the self-employed related to a questioning of their ability to perform 
in other contexts and their capacity to lead a larger organisation 
(Gray, 1990). Unlike the women, the self-employed managers did 
not provide coping mechanisms, such as support groups – they were 
very much alone.
Technical excellence – similar to all the groups the self-employed 
managers anchored their confidence in their professional or tech-
nical skill, for example, as a solicitor. Such technical excellence 
appeared as a source of power and confidence for leading in their 
specific organisation. 

•

•

•

Male managers: Private sector

C: Observed – notable people
C: Enacted – role activity
C: Situated – participation
C: Identity – ongoing‘becoming’
C: Self-efficacy – performance
PS: Technical skill / profession
PS: Career ladder – goal of a leader 
P: Unrestricted authority – freedom
P: Profit and performance measures
P: Team leadership – highly valued

Male owner-managers

C/OM: Observed – restricted
C/OM: Enacted – restricted roles
C/OM: Situated – constrained
P: Unrestricted authority – freedom
P: Profit and survival
PS: Technical skill / profession
W/OM: No support group – lonely
W: Social marginality
OM: Personal purpose – achievement
OM: Business as the crucible of learning

Tendency to shape
leadership learning

Tendency to shape
leadership learning

Outcome:
Leadership practice

Outcome:
Leadership practice

External
Influences:

Media, books

Owner-
managers
practice
constrains
the context for
leadership
practice

Managers
practice
developed
through the
context

Figure 8.9 Contrastive influence configuration of employed and self-employed 
managers
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Abuse of power – those self-employed with organisational experience 
commented on the abuse of power of notable managers. This abuse 
of power perceived by the owner-managers appeared to be linked to 
marginalisation and limited independence, generating a stimulus for 
leaving organisational life and becoming self-employed. There was a 
strong similarity here with a number of the women managers. 
Economic imperative – a dominant focus of survival and growth 
(echoed in the work of Gray, 1990). 

Although similar to the private sector, such a focus belies the motiva-
tions of the individual owner-manager. The influences explicit to the 
self-employed owner-managers were:

Personal purpose – in contrast to public sector group, where there 
was a common purpose, for the owner-managers the business was a 
vehicle for self-achievement or independence, for early retirement, 
for control or as a vehicle for simply making a living with no alterna-
tives available (see Gartner, 1989 or Gray, 1998), for a review of the 
commonality of these elements). 
The business as a dominant context – the lived experience of the 
owner-manger group was dominated by the business. This was 
the crucible in which role enactment and leadership responsibility 
occurred. 

The above distinct influences, in particular the limitations of such a 
single context, have had a prominent impact on the leadership practice 
of the self-employed group. Often this is because the owner’s business 
is the first prominent context for situated and enacted leadership learn-
ing in a managerial context. Such learning appears relatively limited 
in terms of nuance appreciation of leadership practice for changing 
circumstances – for example, a growing business. I am not suggesting 
owner-managers are not learning – far from the case. Entrepreneurial 
learning has been shown to occur throughout the life cycle of becom-
ing an owner-manager and coping with the challenges that constantly 
face survival and growth (Cope, 2005). Rather it is the absence of 
intra- and interpersonal influences on leadership learning within the 
self-employed context that inhibits the development of their leader-
ship practice. Arguably this is most significant in relation to issues of 
organisational growth. 

The striking low-level presence of the suggested intra- and interper-
sonal influences on leadership learning can be explained by the lived 

•

•

•

•
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experience of the self-employed, most notably their rejection of organi-
sational careers. Such a rejection often reflected unfavourable and nega-
tive experiences caused by a few notable people in their short formative 
employed careers. The truncated length of organisational careers severely 
restricted situated learning and associated opportunities to observe and 
enact leadership. Sometimes there was a complete absence of any experi-
ences in organisations other than their own self-employed context. An 
outcome of such antecedent influences and experiences resulted in: 

Very limited career pathway – no opportunities for a leadership 
learning apprenticeship.
Low enactment responsibilities – absence of role opportunities for 
learning through line responsibility.
Minimal influence of observational learning in an organisational 
context – few people observed as only few were available to observe 
due to limited career pathway. 
Low salience of leadership – further compounding the limited observa-
tion of leadership, as the phenomenon was not prominent to them. 
No identification with leadership – rather a sense of positive discrim-
ination of organisational leadership as a surrogate of organisational 
life which they had rejected.

The comparison of employed and self-employed managers illustrates a 
striking contrast in the manifestation of leadership learning. The limit-
ed presence of the suggested inter- and intrapersonal influences shaping 
leadership learning within the influence configuration of the owner-
managers group may have important implications on the practice of 
leadership in these contexts and the potential consequential impact on 
the development of their businesses. However, the configuration can 
change. The example of Alan, in the last section of Chapter 7, provides 
a powerful illustration of such change and the consequential impact 
it had on his leadership learning, and subsequent leadership practice, 
by stimulating the underlying intra- and interpersonal influences of 
leadership learning. For Alan it was the mentor relationships and the 
observational learning that occurred with two notable people that 
made leadership salient to him. The story of Alan’s experience opens 
up the possibilities for intervention.

And the role of formal development?

It has been the deliberate intent of the structure of this chapter to leave 
all discussions on the role and impact of formal intervention processes 

•

•

•

•

•

PPL-UK_HM-Kempster_Ch008.indd   201PPL-UK_HM-Kempster_Ch008.indd   201 1/7/2009   7:07:45 PM1/7/2009   7:07:45 PM



202  How Managers Have Learnt to Lead

on leadership learning to the final comments of this chapter. Common 
to all of the employed managers was an experience of formal leadership 
development programmes. It has been most striking that a common 
perspective of such intervention was its limited impact. Certainly, lit-
tle acknowledgement was given to the developmental nature of formal 
education in terms of curriculum impact. However, formal education 
did have significant associated consequences influencing leadership 
learning. Often, formal programmes were considered of minimal rel-
evance, yet powerful in terms of: identity confirmation; being recog-
nised by the organisation; or an affirming process through comparison 
to other managers on the programme; or perhaps a form of networking. 
The single most dominant influence of being on an educational pro-
gramme and away from work was the opportunity to reflect and make 
sense of experiences (Kempster & Bailey, 2007). As a finding this was not 
surprising, as the literature in Chapter 4 was relatively unequivocal on 
a consensus that informal leadership development interventions were 
seen as most relevant. The best practice review of leadership develop-
ment by James and Burgoyne (2001) confirms this perspective and 
went further to synthesise organisational interventions in leadership 
development, examples of which were mentoring, leadership coaching 
and providing a rich diversity of contexts and responsibilities in which 
to enact leadership (ibid.; Burgoyne et al., 2004; Conger, 2004). 

However, there was very limited recognition or understanding of the 
underlying influences on these informal activities and the complexity 
of intervening. Further, an appreciation of the naturalistic and appren-
ticed perspective of leadership learning raises significant question marks 
related to efficacy of interventions. The naturalistic development proc-
ess of leadership learning through lived experience may not be capable 
of being condensed into a development programme. The evidence from 
these managers suggests that their experience of leadership develop-
ment thus far is highly problematic in terms of being congruent to 
their circumstances and thus being efficacious in terms of influencing 
leadership learning. The final chapter draws together the arguments of 
this study and addresses this thorny issue of how to intervene in this 
complex phenomenon. 
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Conclusion

The need for the study

The necessity for understanding leadership learning has been outlined 
in the opening chapter, where it was argued that a clear disquiet exists 
towards the efficacy and effectiveness of formal leadership development 
interventions as a means to enhance leadership learning. Further, it was 
established that informal development as part of an individual’s lived 
experience, and not formal development, has been found to be significant 
and dominant in accounts broadly described as leadership learning. Yet 
there is a dearth of studies into leadership learning at the level of the indi-
vidual and, in particular, limited detailed understanding and explanation 
of underlying influences on leadership learning, and the development of 
leadership practice, interrelated to the contingent effect of contexts.

In light of the need for research into leadership learning, the study 
aims its focus on two questions: 

What influences shape leadership learning and how do these operate?
How does context affect such influences on leadership learning?

So … how do managers learn to lead?

Certainly the dominance of informal and naturalistic influences shap-
ing leadership learning has been confirmed. The cycle of leadership 
learning through lived experience, introduced in Chapter 5 integrates 
together important themes at a very general level of explanation. The 
model has been modified to incorporate a central argument from 
Chapter 8, that of identity construction and the notion of ‘becoming’ a 
leader, shown as Figure 9.1.

•
•

203

PPL-UK_HM-Kempster_Ch009.indd   203PPL-UK_HM-Kempster_Ch009.indd   203 1/12/2009   4:42:16 PM1/12/2009   4:42:16 PM



204  How Managers Have Learnt to Lead

The arguments outlined in Chapter 8 reveal depth to this cycle of 
learning by applying theories of learning to this model that have not 
been integrated together before, namely situated learning, observation-
al and enacted learning, identity construction, salience and self-efficacy. 
These very different elements form a systemic and integrated explana-
tion of underlying influences on leadership learning. 

A systemic perspective of leadership learning – an emergent power

Chapter 8 outlined two sets of common influences on leadership learn-
ing: Intrapersonal in the form of salience, identity construction and 
self-efficacy; and interpersonal formed from observed, enacted and situ-
ated learning. Taken together, these intra- and interpersonal underlying 
influences on leadership learning appear to take the form of an inter-
related system that has an emergent power – a power drawn out of the 
sum of the parts working as a cohesive whole. A reprise of Figure 8.5 
from Chapter 8 illustrates such a system.

The system illustrates a series of contexts which are connected through 
the suggested intrapersonal helix: hence a temporal and processual per-
spective of leadership learning. This system has an evolving nature that 
is enhanced or constrained by unfolding contexts. The example given of 
Alan at the end of Chapter 7 exemplifies the importance of this temporal 
perspective to the processual impact of leadership learning. Alan’s context 

Leadership experiences:

(observed and
enacted episodes)

Leadership
situation:

(Context and 
social structures)

Reflection on 
leadership

Knowledge of
leadership:

(Explicit and tacit)

Participation in
leading:

(Roles, activities
and engagement)

‘Becoming’

Identity development

‘Becoming’

‘Becoming’

Figure 9.1 Leadership learning through lived experience – a cycle of becoming 
(Kempster, 2006)
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changed and, as a consequence, the presence of influences on leadership 
learning became enacted. Most prominent to Alan was the impact of a 
notable person making leadership salient to him at the moment when he 
desperately needed assistance to survive near insolvency. 

The central argument is that both the intra- and interpersonal influ-
ences on leadership learning are interdependent to each other. Sayer 
(1992) argues that interdependent causes can create an emergent power. 
An emergent power is similar to the notion of teamwork where the whole 
is greater than the sum of the parts. Such an emergent influence on leader-
ship learning is argued to exist only as a consequence of the other elements 
and reflects a system shaped by successive contexts, shown as Figure 8.5. 

The central contribution that this book makes is through identify-
ing and explaining how common intra- and interpersonal influences 
interact from both a temporal and processual manner on leadership 
learning within and through successive contexts. Although these influ-
ences appear to be significant to the process of leadership learning, their 
presence and impact is contingent to particular contexts.

The significance of context to leadership learning

Chapters 7 and 8 have illustrated the significance of context and its 
contrasting affect between employed managers and self-employed 
owner-managers, and between men and women managers. Most nota-
bly the study has shown:

Limited differences between private and public sectors: At the sectoral 
level of analysis, the common intra- and interpersonal influences 
were most evident and similar in affect. There were additional 
influences and these were associated with sectoral contexts such as 
organisational purpose and bureaucratic control in the public sector, 

•

Reprise of Figure 8.5 Consolidated explanation of leadership learning through 
lived experience
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and the abuse of power and centrality of teams in the private sector. 
The influence of varying additional influences in the respective sec-
tors fashioned differential perspectives to leadership conceptions and 
leadership practice – as might be expected. 
Significant differences between employed men and women: The study 
identified a striking difference in the leadership learning experiences 
of employed men and women. Although the common intra- and 
interpersonal influences were evident in both groups, the women 
appeared to experience additional influences that affected their 
leadership experiences and learning. The intrapersonal differences 
affected self-efficacy expectations of non-traditional careers, a greater 
range of identities and maintaining confidence. With regard to 
interpersonal differences these were broadly associated with gender 
such as: masculine symbols of leadership; gender attribution of nota-
ble people and impediments to situated learning; career pathways 
through career breaks; social expectations of women’s roles; and 
masculine practices as barriers to situated leadership learning. 
Very significant differences between employed and self-employed: A fur-
ther most striking and notable aspect of the study was the difference 
between employed managers and self-employed owner-managers. 
The experiences of the self-employed is dominated in the inter-
personal realm by extended formative familial influence (particu-
larly parents and teachers), the owner-managers’ business context, 
severely limited pathways of organisational participation, limited 
observational learning through notables and similarly limited role 
enactment. While intrapersonally there was low salience and identi-
fication with leadership, as well as limited self-efficacy expectations 
of being able to lead in a context other than their business.

The identification of common underlying intra- and interpersonal 
influences on leadership learning and illumination of the differential 
impact of contexts on leadership learning has occurred through the 
utilisation of a broad range of theories drawn from fields that are not 
commonly connected together. 

Building a theoretical base of leadership learning – an interdisciplinary 
perspective

By removing boundaries that are artificially constructed around par-
ticular fields of study there is the potential to make significant insights 
in our understanding of how leadership is learnt. Remaining within 
traditional fields does give greater critical depth and a sense of scholarly 
command but a phenomenon, such as leadership learning, does not 

•

•
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neatly fit into our academic disciplines. This study has shown that by 
using theories as lenses we can begin to see aspects of leadership learn-
ing in different ways. By connecting these perspectives together into a 
systemic appreciation I argue we obtain a more rounded and realistic 
connection to lived experience. The four areas that this study has drawn 
together will be briefly reprised.

The first area draws from social psychology and social cognition from 
the established work of Bandura. This research found that managers 
frequently mentioned notable people and role enactments, echoing 
Bandura (1977, 1986, 1997), who argued for the prominence of observa-
tional learning from which enactments refine learning. Concurrent, and 
shaped by observational and enacted learning, is Bandura’s notion of self-
efficacy – (ibid.). The findings in this research illustrated a growing sense 
of increased self-efficacy of leading through role enactments. 

Similarly, narratives of the sampled managers’ lived experience 
revealed a deepening investment of themselves into an identity as 
a leader. Drawing on the collective works of Gergen (1971), Ricoeur 
(1992), Ezzy (1998), Ibarra (1999) and Markus and Wurf (1987) such 
investment reflected theoretical discussions of ‘aspirational’, ‘possible’ 
and ‘provisional-selves’ associated with identity construction. Such 
learning was complementary to and catalysed by observations and 
enactments. Thus the study linked both social learning theory to iden-
tity construction illustrating how each provides a fuller account of the 
other as an understanding of leadership learning. 

Additionally, the study illustrated that personal salience of leadership, 
leader identity and self-efficacy of leading, were not only shaped by 
observational and enacted learning, but were also fashioned within the 
crucible of particular contexts. Thus an explicit link to the ideas of Lave 
and Wenger (1991), Fox (1997a) and Gherardi et al. (1998) and a body 
of work collectively known as situated learning, and associated notion 
of ‘legitimate participation’ (Lave & Wenger, 1991: 34) was established. 
Lave and Wenger (1991) argue that learning is constructed and continu-
ally shaped in the interaction between people, thus creating meaning 
through participation in the form of activities in particular situations. 
In essence, an individual’s pathway of participation was seen to have 
shaped access to, and meaning of, observation, role enactment, identity 
development and self-efficacy of leading. 

The final element through which leadership learning has been revealed 
was through Archer’s work of social morphogenesis (1995, 2000). The 
findings illustrated how lived experience is shaped by implicit theories of 
leadership, drawn generally from society, and, more specifically, shaped 
within organisational contexts. Such implicit theories have influenced 
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notable people and subsequently were exhibited through the actions of 
these notable people. Archer (1995) argues for the existence of social struc-
tures, interpreted here as embedded practices and meanings of leadership 
that have pre-existed leaders and shape current leadership practice. Yet key 
people (often leaders) have the ability, dependent on the access and usage 
of power, to sustain or elaborate such embedded practices and meanings 
through their conscious or unconscious behaviours. In this case local lead-
ership practice can be sustained or moderated by notable people. 

The linkage of all four of the above bodies of knowledge powerfully 
extends and anchors leadership learning into a cohesive picture. Rather 
than exploring leadership learning through the lens of either social 
learning, situated learning, identity construction or social interaction 
of structures and agents, a richer interpretation is drawn from incorpo-
rating arguments of each into a more holistic appreciation enabling a 
deeper, systemic explanation of underlying influences. 

Future directions of research into leadership learning

A greater depth of exploration and explanation of leadership learning 
would be desirable within discrete populations and in particular situa-
tions, for example: 

Specific organisations – in both the private and public sectors there 
is a need to examine how, for example, within a single organisa-
tion, situated learning influences leadership practice. Such a specific 
focus would also reveal changing influences of the structure–agency 
interactions over time, reveal career pathways, role enactments and 
observed notables and seek to explain in-depth nuances of leadership 
learning within a single organisational context.
Comparing organisations – expanding on from a single organisational 
study is the potential to compare organisations within the same sec-
tor, and between sectors, and perhaps conduct a more extensive and 
intensive study comparing public and private contexts in a similar 
way to this study. 
Women managers – there is a need for greater rigour to explore the 
different influences on leadership learning of women managers 
compared with men. In particular, a specific study on the impact 
of gender on leadership learning drawing upon a deeper review of 
extant theory would help to illuminate the intricacies that have per-
haps been overlooked thus far in this work. This would potentially 
reveal many additional influences on a women manager’s leadership 
learning through lived experience.

•

•

•
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Comparing lived experiences of leadership learning of women and men 
in the same organisation – linked to the themes above is a rich oppor-
tunity to highlight differential leadership learning experiences 
between men and women in the same organisation and between 
organisations. 
Owner-managers – although a clear contribution of this study is towards 
identifying a marked difference in leadership learning between 
employed and self-employed managers, the scope for further research 
is extensive. For example, do owner-managers who commence self-
employment later in their careers tend to have a greater salience, iden-
tity and self-efficacy of leading compared to those commencing their 
businesses early in their careers? How do owner-managers, without an 
employed career, learn leadership? Is this a different form of leader-
ship to the employed managers? If there is to be intervention to affect 
leadership practices in small businesses, how should such intervention 
interact with influences present in the self-employed context? 
Sports contexts – the study has limited its scope to organisational 
contexts. It is not known whether the identified common intra- and 
interpersonal influences that appear to have a tendency to shape 
leadership learning are common in a sports context. The example of 
Sir Chris Bonnington in the introduction provides a glimpse that the 
contributions of this book might be most applicable in revealing the 
leadership learning of, say, a football manager or team captain. There 
is much scope to be explored in this sector as well as comparing lead-
ership learning between business and sports contexts. 
Methodology – this study has outlined an approach to eliciting nar-
ratives of leadership learning. The approach may have extended 
benefits beyond the academic research domain. As a result of the 
interview process, a number of respondents have explored whether 
the timeline process could be utilised within their organisations as 
a tool for both recruitment and succession planning. Is it compat-
ible to other instruments? Does a narrative provide details that 
would reveal greater depth of insight on an individual’s perspective 
of leadership than, for example, through the use of a psychometric 
instrument? Could it be utilised within an assessment centre? I will 
elaborate on this practical application later in terms of ‘what next for 
the practicing leader’. 

Before an examination of the implications for practicing leaders, I wish 
to look at the policy and educative implications of this books’ explana-
tion of leadership learning.

•

•

•

•
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So what are the implications for policy, educative practice and 
personal leadership practice?

The importance of understanding the underlying influences on 
leadership learning is significant from a number of perspectives. 
Firstly, there are major policy implications that can be drawn from 
this explanation. Secondly, and associated with shaping policy, is 
the impact that this explanation has on the design of intervention 
programmes. Thirdly, and perhaps most importantly the study has 
immediate implications for leaders at the start of their journey and 
for practicing leaders. The chapter concludes with recommendations 
in this respect. 

Policy development

A range of notable commentators have signalled a clear recognition 
of favouring interventions that are oriented towards informal activ-
ity within organisational contexts (Lowe & Gardner, 2000; James & 
Burgoyne, 2001; Burgoyne et al., 2004; and Conger, 2004). Importantly 
though, a distinction needs to be made when comparing informal activ-
ities and the underlying naturalistic influences identified in this study. 
Informal leadership development interventions are organised activi-
ties (such as mentor relationships and action learning projects), while 
naturalistic influences may exist regardless of intervention and can be 
catalysed to have affect. In many ways these naturalistic and underlying 
influences are congruent to interventions recommended. For example, 
mentor relationships provide notables for observation, extend salience 
of leadership, provide feedback for self-efficacy and assist the process 
of identification. Thus from a policy intervention perspective, best 
practice (James & Burgoyne, 2001) may be greatly enhanced through 
designed congruence with underlying influences.

Of particular focus within the CEML findings was the situation of 
leadership development in the SME sector. Research identified that 
the SME sector was severely limited in effective intervention activity, 
yet it is doubly needed (Perren & Grant, 2001). This is partly because 
of the demand-side being disadvantaged from accessing available 
interventions and not seeking appropriate support; and partly from 
a supply-side issue of inappropriate provision not tailored to needs 
and perspectives of owner-managers (ibid.). Policy recommendations 
in this regard were to stimulate demand and refocus the supply-
side provision towards informal activities, similar to the above large 
organisational interventions. The arguments from this book suggest 
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that intervention in this sector is likely to be much more problematic 
than for large organisations, for the following reasons:

Stimulating demand-side may be more difficult than anticipated due 
to the low salience and identification that owner-managers appear to 
have with leadership. Communications to stimulate demand for devel-
opment need to be most carefully constructed and certainly should not 
echo assumptions drawn from large organisational experiences. 
Limited pathways of participation suggest limits to enactment opportu-
nities for role and context diversity that exists in large organisations. 
Owner-manager is a notable person – self-employment limits oppor-
tunities to learn leadership from a variety of notables in salient 
contexts. Can interventions create the complex naturalistic learning 
dynamics that are grist to the leadership learning and the develop-
ment of contextualised leadership practice? 

In summary, a cautionary note needs to be emphasised. Leadership 
learning is a complex temporal process. It appears to occur over the long 
term and reflects a form of apprenticeship learnt over many years, in a 
range of contexts triggered by episodes and incidents that may not be 
possible, or even desirable, to replicate through intervention, and prob-
ably not within an accelerated timescale. 

Finally, whether the naturalistic development process (Burgoyne & 
Stuart, 1977) shaped by underlying influences can be measured is a major 
question mark, particularly as any intervention occurs in an open system 
responding to the milieu of events and over an extended time period. 
Thus measuring causality would be highly problematic. However, if pol-
icy intervention adopted a process to explain different outcomes shaped 
by prevailing influences in specific contexts on a longitudinal basis, there 
might be significant opportunity to further inform on practice and policy 
of interventions. Burgoyne et al. (2004) have argued that evaluation 
undertaken at the end of an intervention is likely to be of minimal use. 
They argue that evaluation needs to be considered throughout the life 
cycle of an intervention, especially during the design stages, if perform-
ance of the intervention related to a specific context is to be improved. 
It is to this call for evaluation-led intervention that the next section 
addresses, with a specific example of the LEAD programme. 

Educative practice

If leadership learning were a form of apprenticeship influenced by under-
lying influences, within particular and often multiple contexts over an 
extended period of time, this would have a significant influence on the 

•

•

•
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design of leadership development programmes. This may explain, in 
part, the significant criticism of intervention approaches in terms of 
their efficacy of affecting leadership practice (Wexley & Baldwin, 1986; 
Conger, 1998; Burgoyne, 2001). 

In light of the findings and explanation within this study, the scope 
of educative intervention is encouraged to be towards stimulating both 
the intra- and the interpersonal influences. To give an insight as to what 
a leadership development intervention might look like I will outline a 
specific programme that utilised the knowledge from this study: the 
LEAD Programme. 

Owner-manager development – the ‘LEAD’ programme

Responding to the recommendations of CEML in regard to leadership 
intervention in the SME sector of the UK, the North West Development 
Agency funded a programme specifically for established businesses 
with no more than 20 employees. The number of owner-managers 
who participated in the programme that ran for two years were 67 and 
the programme had two explicit aims: business growth and leadership 
development. The programme was evaluated against quantitative busi-
ness growth measures and qualitative leadership measures, which were 
salience, identification and self-efficacy of leading. 

The design reflected a programme that could be moulded to the situ-
ational needs of the owner-managers and the business. It sought to create 
a situated curriculum based on the identified intra- and interpersonal 
influences to compensate for the structural absence of these in the SME 
environment. For example, the owner-mangers had a form of situated 
learning through engagement on the programme over an extended peri-
od; they had specific roles, such as the exchanges, that sought to maxim-
ise opportunities for enactment. They came into contact with numerous 
notables, both peers and mentors, as well as distinguished leaders. The 
programme explicitly sought to make leadership highly salient to the 
owner-managers from the outset. It sought to explore their sense of 
identity and gauge their level of self-efficacy of leading in their business 
context and other situations. In-depth feedback was designed to be pro-
vided by coaches, mentors and importantly their peers in action learning 
sets and by many informal social interactions. Although many aspects 
of the programme drew upon recognised best practice features of leader-
ship development (James & Burgoyne, 2001), the guiding underpinning 
philosophy and design lay below the surface, shaping the pedagogy and 
learning curriculum towards the everyday contextual circumstances of 
the owner-managers. The design is represented in Figure 9.2.
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A major feature of the design was the integration of evaluation. The 
participants were interviewed prior to enrolling; they completed a diary 
throughout the programme; were interviewed at two specific points 
(after the coaching and after the first exchange), and were interviewed 
at the end of the programme following the ‘boss-swap’. 

The programme has been formally evaluated by Newcastle University 
Business School to identify whether it has had impact on the perform-
ance of the businesses: 

The conclusion of the evaluation is that the LEAD programme has had 
substantial effects on business outcomes (achieved or expected), and 
that these outcomes have been induced by changes to business opera-
tions, which are due to the programme. While some aspects of the LEAD 
programme appear more important in generating these changes, the 
overall conclusion is that the programme has been successful in achiev-
ing its objective of promoting business development and growth. 

(Wren & Jones, 2006)

The qualitative examination of changes in leadership practice was under-
taken by the Institute of Entrepreneurship and Enterprise Development 
at Lancaster University Management School: 

Increased confidence in, and awareness of, individuals’ leadership 
roles was widely observed. This was often accompanied by elevated 

Leadership and
business growth

through
action learning 

Coaching:

One-to-one leadership coaching

Mentoring:

‘Grey Wolves’

Consultancy :

Business growth and
organisational development 

Exchanges:

One-to-One 

Small-to-Large 

Boss-swap 

Modules:

Master-class workshops
and overnight events

Figure 9.2 Structure of the LEAD programme
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abilities to delegate effectively, leading in turn to staff empowerment 
and to protection of owner-managers’ strategic space for further 
enterprise development. 

(Peters, 2006)

The evaluation has led the North West Development Agency to roll-
out of this programme as a major strand of their response to the 
Leitch Report (2006) – it is intended that the programme may reach 
approximately 2000 small business owners across the North West of 
England. 

In essence, the evaluation has shown that intervention can be 
designed to be linked with underlying intra- and interpersonal influ-
ences on leadership learning and by doing such it does appear that this 
makes a significant difference. We have been able to address the efficacy 
question that has been the elusive aspect and heralded weakness of 
numerous interventions. The ‘Newcastle’ evaluation even entertained 
the notion of a return on investment in terms of Gross Value Add ben-
efits of the £861,000 investment – the ‘Holy-grail’ of leadership devel-
opment practitioners. The final section of the book seeks to apply this 
understanding of leadership learning to both the practicing leader and 
to someone yet to practice organisational leadership. 

Becoming better at leading

It is possible that someone may be thinking: ‘So what am I meant to do 
with this explanation of underlying influences? If leadership learning is 
a complex imperceptible process can I do anything about my learning?’ 
For people commencing their apprenticeship there is much that can be 
suggested. For those who have already travelled far along their journey 
the ability to change leadership practice is more complex but much can 
be gained by applying the ideas in this book in a reflective manner – not 
least a legacy issue that a leader’s current practice can influence the 
leadership practice of the next generation of leaders. 

So what does all this tell me at the beginning of my journey?

If you are starting out in your managerial career there are many ways 
you can shape your leadership learning apprenticeship. The fact that 
this book is being read suggests that a journey has already begun. If 
you have not explored your lived experience using the timeline process 
outlined in Chapter 6, a first step might be to consider undertaking this 
exercise; it would greatly enhance insight, reflection and subsequent 
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structuring of the six identified intra- and interpersonal influences 
to guide the ongoing apprenticeship. A useful second step might be 
to address some of the following questions associated with these six 
influences: 

1. Observational learning – Who have you observed? Are there opportu-
nities for you to observe many different people? How can you create 
opportunities to engage with a variety of leaders? 

2. Enactments – What leadership roles have you performed? How varied 
were these roles in terms of activity and context? Can you create an 
opportunity to lead a team? Can you create a pathway that provides 
a variety of roles in a variety of contexts? 

3. Situated learning – Are you aware of the leadership practice around 
you? Can you identify how this practice is performed? What are the 
valued aspects of this practice and the weaknesses of this practice? 
Can you make explicit the situated aspects of the culture that appear 
to be shaping leadership practice? Begin to make visible the situated 
curricula; for example, the way meetings are conducted, the loudness 
of voices, the language used, the interpretation of titles and hierar-
chy, the clothes people wear in such meetings, the places they sit, 
who they talk to and what they talk about, the type of notes taken 
and by whom. 

4. Identity – How do you describe yourself to others? Can you imagine 
others identifying you with being a capable leader? What form of 
leader identity do you aspire to have? 

5. Self-efficacy – What is your sense of competence in leading? How 
confident are you in leading? What activities are available for you to 
test your leadership skills? How do you judge whether you are good 
at leading?

6. Salience – How important is leadership to you? Why is it important? 
If you were to watch a film (such as ‘Apollo 13’, ‘A Night at the 
Museum’ or perhaps ‘Twelve Angry Men’) do you see leadership roles 
throughout? 

When concluding sessions on executive leadership programmes I often 
finish with the phrase: ‘Up your salience!’ Perhaps the most important 
underlying influence is salience; it acts as a catalyst to leadership learn-
ing. Once leadership is salient to managers they seek it in all aspects 
of life. They study their boss and their bosses’ boss. They observe and 
compare the way meetings are chaired, or the way disappointments or 
a crisis are dealt with. In their private lives they take greater recognition 
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to the differing styles of political leaders presented in the media. Such 
people identify actors in films as metaphors for how to lead. 

With salience on the up it is likely to affect recognition of leader-
ship roles that we are presented with. Rather than simply conducting 
the task it can become an opportunity to apply the observed learning. 
Conscious of seeking to lead better, feedback is then most readily sought 
which becomes an increasingly positive re-enforcing cycle. As careers 
progress the increasing identification as an aspirant leader stimulates 
a desire for new roles and differing contexts in which to perform. The 
continuing feedback allows a sense of gauging identity construction 
and self-efficacy at leading. 

Mentors are an important element of leadership development. They 
connect to many of the underlying influences. Perhaps most promi-
nently to observational learning, but the influences of salience, identity 
construction and self-efficacy are very much present. For example, the 
mentee may use the mentor as an aspirant identity and a reference 
against which to compare. In terms of self-efficacy the mentor and 
leadership coach can provide candid feedback and advice to guide 
enhancement of the practice of leading in specific situations. By hav-
ing a mentor and investing time and energy into the relationship, the 
result is the raising of the salience of leadership. To obtain these types 
of benefits requires a high degree of respect and trust in the relationship 
(Stead, 2005). Stead argues that mentor–mentee relationships that are 
organised by a formal system appear to be much less successful than 
relationships that are created and managed through the efforts of the 
mentee. 

Consider forming an action learning support group. In Burgoyne 
and James’s (2001) review of best practice, it was identified that groups 
provide an important function. In this study we have seen how the 
women leaders have formed groups to provide the much needed sup-
port and encouragement. Additionally the discussion on the structural 
issues of owner-manager development has revealed a strong sense of 
isolation. For example, the action learning groups have been most suc-
cessful within the LEAD programme – previously described. In fact we 
have discovered that they have grown much more in significance than 
we expected. The owner-managers have driven the process to extend 
the role of these groups both within the programme and after the pro-
gramme has concluded. 

Action-learning support groups enable the enactment of the influ-
ences on leadership learning. They keep the salience of leadership 
constantly in the consciousness of managers; conversations provide a 
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reflexive process to explore an individual’s sense of self-efficacy. The 
process allows people to benchmark themselves against their peers 
through observing their colleagues style, and learn vicariously from the 
situations that their colleagues describe. Through the stories they tell of 
the situations in which they are ‘emplotted’ they continually develop 
a clearer narrative identity of themselves as a leader – since it is leader-
ship practice that the action learning sets are exploring. Again success 
from such a process depends on trust and the level of commitment. For 
example, consider forming a group from peers who are at a similar stage 
in their careers. It was shown in this study that the women managers 
formed peer groups as a shared experience that addressed issues of con-
fidence and marginalisation. 

In essence, there are a number of ways of organising a structured 
approach to developing leadership practice that draws on the intra- and 
interpersonal underlying influences. The key at the beginning or early 
stage of a journey of leadership apprenticeship is to be much more con-
sciously aware of these underlying influences and shape the occurrences 
and impacts on the development of our leadership practice through our 
ongoing lived experience. 

So what can I do as a practicing leader?

As an experienced leader who has been practicing for many years the 
development opportunity is initially a reflexive process. Looking back 
and applying the six underlying influences to the lived experience 
will illuminate many insights into leadership practice; a practice that 
reflects characteristics drawn from the situation. Often managers see a 
practice of leadership that has echoes of the behaviours exhibited from 
past managers they had close contact with. In many instances this has 
been a great surprise and for others it can be unsettling. The surprise 
appears to centre on an assumption that their approach to leading is 
theirs, it’s unique, and in many instances reflects something of ‘nature’ 
rather than ‘nurture’. Unsettling in terms of echoing practices that they 
had observed and experienced themselves and to which they recall how 
much this was disliked: ‘Is this part of my own leadership practice? Am 
I becoming a notable “bad” person in others leadership learning?’ 

With ‘nurture’ firmly in the ascendancy a manager can begin to 
explore the antecedent influences and the contexts in which these had 
an affect. For example, masculine styles of leadership practice may have 
been most prominent in a particular context, at a period of time; these 
aspects have been learnt from a range of notable people prominent in 
a manager’s timeline. However, the needs of the current context may 
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require leadership practice that stimulates learning, problem solving 
and a greater sense of supportive encouragement than had been promi-
nent at the early formative stage of the managers ‘nurturing’. 

The experience of using the tents exercise with over 300 managers 
(outlined in detail in Chapter 6) suggests that this process of reflexive 
sense making of antecedent influences appears to give personal validity 
to addressing current practice. This does not necessarily mean a change 
in practice. What it does mean is an increased conscious awareness of 
leadership practice and how it has been constructed. The salience of 
the influences sustaining practice development is palpable and visible. 
A manager is thus more able to take control of the affect of these influ-
ences on their leadership practice.

Discussions with managers after the ‘tent’ reflections generates a 
recognition of a growing sense of responsibility for the influence they 
have on the future leadership practice of direct reports. For example, 
the nature of the discussion I have had with participant managers has 
evolved typically around the following: 

Consider for a moment that you are the notable person within a 
junior leaders lived experience. How do you wish to be remembered? 
What influence do you wish to have? If you are aware that you will 
be leaving a legacy of influencing their leadership practice would this 
affect your daily practice? What changes would you make?

In this sense leadership learning becomes an active and continuous 
process that is less of a mystery and much more of a malleable phenom-
enon. The responsibility of being an active participant in others leader-
ship development can be seen to link to Senge’s (1990) notion of leader 
as teacher. The difference is not that the teacher is suggesting a way to 
lead, but rather the teacher is enacting a way to lead. 

Selecting better leaders?

A final aspect to be explored here is the potential to utilise the underly-
ing influences as a lens through which leadership experience of pro-
spective applicants can be screened to identify their relationship with 
leadership. If leaders learn how to lead but are unconscious to the cause 
(and the source of the cause) of the learning, it is a corollary that job 
applicants will not be able to recall the nuances of this learning – unless 
they have read this book! A solution to this lack of recall has been the 
use of psychometrics to provide an ‘expert’ insight into the leadership 
potential of the applicants. However, psychometric instruments fail to 
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reveal the depth of understanding an individual has acquired through 
experiencing leadership and the importance of contextualisation to 
leadership practice. The universality of the instrument suggests a 
‘house’ theory that purports to know what leadership is: if the applicant 
matches up well against the criteria of this theory then they should be 
a leader!

This book has argued that leadership is learnt through complex proc-
esses of social participation. Simply put, there cannot be a universal 
theory of leadership. Thus a psychometric instrument fallibly assumes 
dimensions of leadership to measure what may be out with the practice 
of the organisation. Further, if leadership practice is difficult to identify 
and articulate how do we select ‘house’ theories of leadership against 
which to judge someone’s leadership practice and fit to the employing 
organisation? How do we know if a psychometric instrument is a useful 
insight into someone’s leadership practice or understand how far some-
one has developed in terms of his/her leadership practice?

An alternative is to ask someone to tell his/her story. If the individual 
has to talk their way through their lived experience, the story can be 
deconstructed against the underlying influences. For example, the 
lived experience might show depth of salience on leadership, degree 
of identification and self-efficacy expectations of performance. These 
aspects could be cross-examined for association with enacted roles, and 
observed from the lived experience of notable people. Additionally the 
insights drawn from situated learning might reveal many useful hints 
as to the nature of the contextualised learning and the sense of practice 
that may emerge from a candidate if given a leadership role. If someone 
has been employed for many years within a single context, a particular 
practice is likely to be very much eschewed to that organisation. Would 
a different practice of leadership be useful for the organisation? Or is the 
scope of change required of the person an unrealistic expectation? 

Can candidates make up a story? On one level of course a story can be 
stretched or finessed to present oneself as a socially desirable leader – usu-
ally the case when answering questions of psychometric instruments. 
However, this becomes most apparent to the interviewer when the story 
lacks verisimilitude; that is it evokes in the listener a feeling that the expe-
rience described is not lifelike, not believable and simply not plausible – it 
seems inauthentic. A story’s authenticity is readily detected. Storytelling, 
and the assessment of others authenticity of their stories, is a daily occur-
rence in our everyday lives. The process of storytelling follows a clear 
structure that is common to the orator and the receiver. We are all thus 
experts in appreciating the authenticity and verisimilitude of a story. 
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Further, a skilled interviewer can dig into aspects of a story and, for 
example, triangulate a candidate’s definition of leadership, their lived 
experience and their rules of thumb for leading. A coherent story illus-
trates a strong connection between these three elements. If a candidate 
is constructing an inauthentic story it is very obvious. 

The impact on an organisation of appointing a leader is surely worth 
the considerable extra effort I am suggesting. Examining a candidate’s 
lived experience in a structured manner can enable a contextualised 
appreciation of the likely leadership practice in a way that simply can-
not occur through the use of psychometric instruments. 

Final comments

This study has looked at leadership learning at the level of lived experi-
ence with the aim of revealing influences affecting such learning within 
particular contexts. 

The explanation, drawn from the 40 interviews, builds on previous 
research suggesting that leadership learning occurs predominantly 
through informal, systemic influences within organisational contexts, 
particularly notable people and problematic experiences (Burgoyne & 
Hodgson, 1983; Davies & Easterby-Smith, 1984; McCall et al., 1988; Cox 
& Cooper, 1989; McCall, 1998, 2004; Jackson & Parry, 2001; Hill, 2003; 
Conger, 2004). The contribution of this study was to go beyond the 
general headings and reveal more detail on influences, namely salience, 
identity and self-efficacy and observed, enacted and situated learning; 
it sought to explain how these underlying influences integrate together 
to generate an emergent property of leadership learning. 

It has been shown that common intra- and interpersonal influences 
of leadership learning were contingent on particular contexts and that 
additional influences were present that modify learning outcomes. The 
two most striking examples were the impact of gender on women’s 
leadership learning and the potential limitations of the self-employed 
environment to the development of organisational leadership. 

It is acknowledged that the findings and explanations are not 
intended to be exhaustive, and generalisation is limited to seeing the 
identified common influences as having only a tendency to shape 
leadership learning. Contextualised consideration will always dominate 
any detailed understanding and explanation of leadership learning and 
leadership practice. 

The main contribution of the study is in going beyond broad statements 
that we learn leadership from experience, most notably relationships and 
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activities. It is perhaps not surprising that there is a dearth of evaluation 
on the efficacy of leadership development interventions (Conger, 1993; 
Burgoyne et al., 2004), when the process of leadership learning appears 
to be a phenomenon that is complex, long term, emergent and opaque. 
Basically, it is both difficult to reveal and too simple to isolate to one 
particular theory. The naturalistic and informal process of leadership 
learning through lived experience reflects elements that may be highly 
problematic to replicate in an effective and efficient manner through 
formal interventions, unless the programme designs seek congruence 
with naturalistic underlying influences and extend over a considerable 
period of time. The notion of leadership learnt as an emergent informal 
apprenticeship, offered in career pathways of participation, should cause 
us to rethink interventions if we are to gain greater returns on the billions 
of pounds invested each year. 

So how have managers learnt to lead? The answer is that they have 
been shaped by common influences that are more or less influential, 
dependent on the situation and the individual. The influences appear 
to work on two dimensions, intra- and interpersonal, and the congru-
ence and integration of these two produce an emergent property that is 
enhanced or weakened, but certainly moderated in affect by the variety 
of contexts experienced by an individual. 
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Epilogue

A personal example is used to conclude the study that hopefully 
exemplifies my argument of how we learn to lead. At the start of my 
explorations into leadership learning, back in 1999, I asked my two 
sons what they thought leadership was. My eldest son Chris, then ten, 
commented: ‘The best person, the most skilled, like a football captain.’ 
My youngest son Robert, at the age of seven, described leadership as: 
‘Going somewhere you want to get to, like Jesus.’

Finally at the end of writing this book, I asked Chris, now 17, the 
same question. He initially sent me away as I was disrupting something, 
but then found me and described leadership as: 

Helping others achieve a goal by role modeling and encouraging 
even if they don’t believe they can achieve the goal. Helping bring 
the best out of people. 

Explaining how he knows this: 

I think it’s mostly through things I’ve led, like in tennis or football. I 
guess also you see it in films don’t you where the leader has encour-
aged people to achieve goals beyond all odds. 

For Robert, now fourteen, he is questioning what he believed it is:

Leadership is a skill, isn’t it? It’s difficult to explain though. It’s very 
complicated. I guess it’s someone leading people to do something, 
able to motivate them, help them achieve their goals. 

222
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His explanation of how he has learnt this is also more equivocal:

I don’t know really. Watching films, watching the leaders on films. 
Also it’s people who lead you; for example we had a school trip in 
the Lakes and some good people doing gorge scrambling were lead-
ing us.

It’s interesting for me to see how their definitions have evolved – some 
elements the same and other aspects changed. Particularly fascinating 
is the increasing sense of seeing leadership as more complicated and 
increasingly more difficult to describe than was the case for their earlier 
definitions – certainly more nuance in their interpretation. For some 
strange reason, leadership has become increasingly salient to them 
both!

PPL-UK_HM-Kempster_Epilogue.indd223   223PPL-UK_HM-Kempster_Epilogue.indd223   223 1/8/2009   9:09:07 AM1/8/2009   9:09:07 AM



224224

Notes

1 Introduction: How Do Managers Learn to Lead?

1. Business Week’s executive education survey (1999) was explicit: ‘The 
unquenchable thirst for learning means that it’s a great time to be in the 
executive education market. The average company spent about $10 million 
on internal and external executive development in 1998. Overall spending 
up 17% from last year’ (Reingold, Schneider & Capell, 1999: 76). A search 
for current expenditure on leadership and management development was 
undertaken but no estimates were available at the time of writing.

2. Notable people is a phrase used by McCall et al. to describe the learning an 
individual gains through contact with particular individuals. Bandura (1986) 
clarifies processes of learning from people and observational learning – 
developed in Chapter 3.

3. It needs to be stressed that this book differentiates learning from develop-
ment. Learning is seen as the acquisition of knowledge, skills and attitudes 
from environmental interaction. Development is seen as an intervention 
to stimulate learning. A full exploration of learning is in Chapter 3 and 
leadership development in Chapter 4.

4. John Hunt was the leader of the expedition that enabled Hillary and Tensing 
to reach the summit of Everest.

5. CEML was set up by David Blunkett MP and Stephen Byers MP in April 
2000 to advise on action needed to improve the quality of management and 
leadership in the country. CEML was asked to present a report with recom-
mendations to the Secretaries of State for Education and Skills and Trade and 
Industry by March 2002. 

6. ‘Quasi formal’ reflects designed interventions based in organisational 
contexts; mentoring or job rotation are examples of such quasi-formal 
leadership development interventions. Leadership commentators often 
refer to such activities as ‘informal’. There is much confusion as to whether 
informal happens as part of unplanned lived experience or as designed con-
textualised intervention. Burgoyne and Hodgson (1983) are helpful in this 
respect and add the term ‘naturalistic’ to informal unplanned activities to 
emphasise a sense of accidental happenings, part of the milieu of everyday 
events.

7. Within the field of strategy, the strategy-as-practice group has established 
a perspective of practice as an ‘understanding of human agency in the 
construction and enactment of strategy which addresses the actions and 
interactions of the strategy practitioner’ (Jarzabkowski et al., 2007: 6). In 
essence they argue that strategising, like leadership, can be understood 
as the ‘doing of strategy’ (Johnson et al., 2003) or how an individual 
actor (rather than organisations as a whole) does strategy on a day to day 
basis. 
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2 What Is Leadership? Can It Be Learnt?

 1. Positivism, as a philosophy of science, seeks to discover universal truths or 
laws. Positivism has been most productive in the natural sciences in being 
able to measure the natural world. The application of this philosophy to 
leadership studies, a social phenomenon, has been much less successful. The 
desire of positivists to prove or falsify a claim as to what leadership is, or is 
not, has led to endless and inevitable cul-de-sacs. Nevertheless this approach 
to studying leadership has dominated leadership studies.

 2. Hunt and Dodge (2001) have argued that particular research groups, through 
historic legacy and stakeholder dominance in publications, have greater 
influence on the process of understanding the phenomenon of leadership 
than other groups.

 3. There were originally three characteristics but inspirational motivation was 
separated from charisma.

 4. It is interesting to note that Masi and Cooke (2000) identified that the trans-
actional leadership style has a greater negative impact on organisational per-
formance than the positive impact of transformational leadership, and that 
investment is better directed at identifying and reducing unproductive leader-
ship activities rather than aspire to developing transformational leaders.

 5. At the time of writing there appears to be no empirical longitudinal grounded 
data to give insight to a more holistic examination of trait combinations in 
different contexts (Bryman, 1996; Parry, 2001).

 6. For example, Yukl (1998) has consolidated previous taxonomies through 
factor analysis, judgmental classification and theoretical deduction (1998: 
59) into a taxonomy of 14 behaviour categories illustrated as: (1) Planning 
and organising (2) Problem solving (3) Clarifying roles and objectives 
(4) Informing (5) Monitoring (6) Motivating and inspiring (7) Consulting 
(8) Delegating (9) Supporting (10) Developing and mentoring (11) Managing 
conflict and team building (12) Networking (13) Recognising others 
(14) Rewarding.

 7. Criticisms of the two-factor model have centred on the methodological 
weakness that the research did not consider, the fusion of these two behav-
iours together to form a behaviour that is both task and relations oriented 
(Blake & Mouton, 1982; Yukl, 1989). Similarly, the descriptive studies of 
managerial work (Mintzberg, 1973; McCall & Sergist, 1980; Kotter, 1982; 
Kanter, 1983) suggest that complementary behaviours are woven together 
into a tapestry such that the whole is greater than the sum of the parts 
(Kaplan, 1986). 

 8. It is interesting to note that followers consider personal power more impor-
tant than position power due to the associations of identification and 
self-esteem; followers want to be valued by people that they value (Bass 
et al., 1961). For Fiedler et al. (1976) the combination of the leader’s posi-
tion power and personal power applied to task and relationship behaviours 
determines whether the leader will be effective.

 9. LMX grew out of a leader subordinate transactional relationship where 
leaders differentiated between subordinates in the way that they supervised 
them (Brower et al., 2000) leading to the creation of in-groups and out-groups 
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(Dansereau et al., 1975). Attribution theory, associated with LMX, identifies 
that with ‘in’ groups, a leader and followers perceive poor performance as a 
result of external factors, while individuals in ‘out’ groups will be seen to be 
the cause of poor performance by the leader, and the out-group attributes the 
cause for poor performance to the leader (Graen & Scandura, 1987).

10. For example, within a group or department there may be a common task; 
some members may experience charismatic leadership and share common 
goals while others experience transactional management where self-interest 
and reward/punishment exchanges are predominant.

3 How Do We Learn?

1. The importance of context and variety of contexts and learning opportuni-
ties was found by Davies and Easterby-Smith (1984) to be significant to the 
informal process of a manager’s development – elaborated in Chapter 4. 

2. Hill (2003) similar to McCall et al. (1988) and Cox and Cooper (1989) did 
not seek to be specific about leadership or management. Here, and their 
focus, was on general principles or events that shaped the learning process of 
becoming a manager.

3. The field of cognitive leadership development is emerging and draws 
from positivist traditions of social and cognitive psychology as a scientific 
investigation (Hogg & Vaughan, 2002); however the social construction of 
individual cognition has not been extensively explored from a phenomeno-
logical socially constructed perspective (Gergen, 1993). Gergen questions 
the epistemological traditions of the field of social psychology and outlines 
relevance of a constructionist standpoint and in particular argues that indi-
vidual cognitive learning processes are set within relationships that have been 
forged through symbols, most predominant being that of language. Gergen 
argues that ‘when cognition is replaced by language as the major means for 
representing the world, then the individual is replaced by the social relation-
ship as the central focus of concern’ (1993: 145).

4. The interaction of the short-term working memory with the long-term 
declarative memory is argued to retrieve abstract or semantic knowledge 
and episodic knowledge that is domain relevant to the phenomenon under 
examination and stores subsequent episodic and semantic knowledge in 
declarative memory (Tulving, 1983; Srull & Wyer, 1989; Wofford & Goodwin, 
1994). Episodic memory (Tulving, 1983; Srull & Wyer, 1989) is seen to draw 
on general semantic memory to translate and infer meaning to events and 
semantic memory is argued to develop through the accumulation and 
abstraction of information obtained through episodic events. This conversion 
of experiences into abstracted declarative memory can be seen to be central to 
domain specific schema development and may be most central to illuminat-
ing understanding of how managers have learnt how to lead.

5. Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) encapsulated a dynamic movement between 
tacit and explicit knowledge. Each informs on the other through a cyclical 
process of socialised knowledge being externalised into explicit knowledge, 
and enactment of explicit knowledge in a community becomes socialised 
knowledge.
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4  What Is Understood about Leadership Learning 
and Development?

1. It should be emphasised that the Centre for Creative Leadership (CCL) has 
considerable influence in the current field of ‘on-the-job’ leadership develop-
ment cited in two dominant leadership texts: Bass (1990) and Yukl (2001). 
Further, Day (2000), reviewing the field of leadership development, places 
considerable emphasis on the work of academics from CCL: ‘One of the most 
notable offerings is the work by the Centre for Creative Leadership and the 
“Handbook of Leadership Development” (McCauley et al., 1998) which sum-
marises much of what the centre researchers have learnt about leadership 
development over the past 30 years’ (2001: 582).

2. The research constituted four separate studies encompassing 191 executives 
from six major corporations who responded to some version of the follow-
ing question: ‘When you think about your career as a manager, certain events or 
episodes probably stand out in your mind – things that led to a lasting change in 
you as a manager. Please identify at least three key events in your career that made 
a difference in the way that you manage now. What happened? What did you learn 
from it (for better or worse)?’ (McCall et al., 1988: 5). A total of 616 ‘events’ were 
identified from which executives related 1,547 corresponding lessons, per-
ceived as skills and ways of thinking (1988: 6) that were thematically grouped 
into three key areas of development.

7 Exploring Leadership Learning: Four Case Profiles

1. This finding echoes the discussion of implicit leadership in the literature 
reviewed in Chapter 2, as well as reflecting much of the process of the 
social construction of leadership argued by Sjostrand et al. (2001) – also in 
Chapter 2. The notion of a legitimised pathway and a sense of becoming have 
been previously amplified most notably by the work of Lave and Wenger 
(1991) – described in detail in Chapter 3.

8 Towards an Explanation of Leadership Learning

1. Actually my philosophic position is that of a critical realist. I am persuaded 
that a real world exists independent of my imagination and perception of 
it – real ontology. However, difficulties lie in viewing and understanding the 
world, independent of our sense interpretation. We see the world through 
socially constructed language; language that has generated knowledge of 
the world. As humans err then such knowledge must be fallible – truth of 
knowledge claims are thus problematic as the justification is humanly con-
structed – relative epistemology. The goal then is to seek a practically use-
ful understanding of the world. A sense that the knowledge claim appears 
to resonate with peoples lived experience. The test of the arguments of this 
book is that a manager would say: ‘you know this makes sense to me. It 
connects to my experience and helps me understand my leadership learn-
ing’. For critical realists, at best claims of knowledge explaining the world 
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are as tendencies for causal powers (or influences) to exist that have influ-
ence in some contexts but whose influence is contingent to other influences 
in particular contexts. 

2. There is a strong similarity between self-concepts and identity; simply put, they 
both examine the individual’s understanding of self in relation to others.

3. The work of McCall (1998 – outlined in detail in Chapter 3) highlighted that 
a common feature of the lived experience of the managers in his sample was 
hardship in the form of feedback received through demotion, dismissal or 
project failure. The affect of such personal hardship was to cause a radical 
review of personal schemas. In essence, their behaviour, previously seen as 
strength, had evolved through enactment to become inappropriate, and the 
gravity of the situation forced schemata reassessment hence being recalled as 
a transformative episode (Cope & Watts, 2000). Similarly, Cox and Cooper 
(1989) identified that their sample of chief executives recalled common 
hardships of working overseas in cultures that triggered a reappraisal of their 
tacitly learnt approaches.

4. The significance of leadership partly as a locally learnt process specific to par-
ticular contexts is the central argument of Sjostrand, et al. (2001), known as 
‘invisible leadership’. A full exploration of localised leadership is to be found 
in Chapter 2.

5. In work related to gender development, Bussey and Bandura (1992) illustrated 
that gender behaviours were not adopted until children had labelled them-
selves unalterably as a boy or a girl. Perhaps, this is the same with leadership 
but this study is unable to provide examples.

6. A variety of experiences have been similarly shown to be significant in terms 
of management development as initially reported by Davies and Easterby-
Smith (1984).

7. Archer’s (1995 and 2000) work appears to interrelate to a range of construc-
tionist and realist commentators (notably Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Bhaskar, 
1978, 1986 and 1989a; Giddens, 1984; Sayer, 1992) and elaborates on a theory 
entitled ‘morphogenesis’ (1995: 294).

8. Archer refers to individuals with low power as primary agents. They are 
unaware of the existence of structures and are unconsciously influenced by 
these structures and, through their ongoing action, sustain such structures of 
practices and meanings. Such people with power are referred to as corporate 
agents; they may or may not be aware of the structures but through their 
actions are able to modify or sustain practices and meanings within organisa-
tional life.

9. The work of Ram (1992a) has explored the associated issues of social margin-
alisation and ethnic minorities in a self-employed context.
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