The contribution of leadership to a shared sense of identity and purpose
Leadership is a rich, multi-faceted concept and a personal journey of discovery. Individuals, work groups and their organisations place a premium on developing the leadership capabilities and conditions that will deliver survival, well being and advantage in a ferociously complex, competitive, constantly changing and globalising economy and society. 

We are pulled forward into an unknown but compelling future through an all-dominating present formed by a past that we cannot ignore. As leaders we need to be clear about who we are, where we come from, where we are going and what we are doing today to realise and renew our aims, values and aspirations. Issues of identity and self-awareness, values and capabilities, vision and purpose and the determination and discipline to get on with it are central to leadership effectiveness.

Six years ago, a two-day Ashridge leadership conference brought people together from private, public and voluntary sectors in a dialogue about the enduring and unfolding threads and patterns of leadership. The specific focus was on shaping leaders for the future. I would like to re-visit and highlight some themes from the conference now, as I feel that the events of that time are significant still to the discussion we are having today and tomorrow. My underlying stance, as this article emphasises, is a focus on critical exploration and dialogue.
The opening call to conference came from the past, from Shakespeare’s Henry V with his inspirational vision just before the battle of Agincourt in 1415. “We few, we happy few, we band of brothers” united here against overwhelming odds will carry the day and be remembered, honoured and celebrated by survivors and future generations. Two days later, the conference ended with participants performing an ancient Hindu chant to journey together and connect with the shared well of inspiration that promotes cohesion, enthusiasm and action. Thus in classic dramatic style we ended where we began with traditional calls to unite hearts and release energy to positive effect.

Whether the context is Anglo Saxon heroic individualism or Asian social cohesion, uniting people to do willingly and well what needs to be done is an enduring theme of leadership. John Garnett, former CEO of The Industrial Society, was a tireless promoter of this theme and its importance for generating wealth and well being. Whether leadership is seen as coming from the inspiration of a heroic, charismatic individual or as liberating the leadership potential in each of us, creating the conditions that harness inner commitment and generate positive action is central to success.

There is an ethical dimension to leadership. At Agincourt the English army of around 10,000 captured 5,000 soldiers from the 40,000 strong French army. To win the battle Henry ordered the massacre of the prisoners. This dramatically illustrates the profound moral and ethical challenges leaders can face. This was developed in the second vignette taken from Racing Demon by David Hare. The play details the current agonising moral and ethical dilemmas facing many clergy and laity in the Church of England as they struggle to adapt their traditions, assumptions and beliefs about faith and human identity, about women priests and homosexual love to modern life.

Challenges of inclusion and morality face leaders in modern organisations: the contribution of women, the different, the disabled; the role of stakeholders; and the corporate responsibilities to citizens and their communities that go with the pursuit of shareholder value. Creative responses to present challenges that take us into a positive future will draw from multiple traditions, assumptions and beliefs. Leadership is a crucial catalyst for creative leaps of faith and action.

The third dramatic input came from Michael Frayn’s Copenhagen about the famous meeting between Weiner Heisenberg and Niels Bohr in Copenhagen in 1941. The Heisenberg uncertainty principle and the Copenhagen Interpretation of quantum mechanics form part of a series of findings by physicists, including Einstein and Bohr, that the universe is not a huge and highly precise clockwork mechanism. Standing on Newton’s shoulders these scientists have changed our world and our sense of who we are. 
In words given to Niels Bohr by playwright Michael Frayn: “It starts with Einstein… measurement is a human act, carried out from… the one particular viewpoint of a possible observer… here in Copenhagen in those three years in the mid-twenties we (Werner Heisenberg and Niels Bohr) discover that there is no precisely determinable objective universe… the universe exists only… within the limits determined by our relationship with it. Only through the understanding locked inside the human head.” Central themes of Frayn’s play are uncertainty, indeterminism, the subjective social construction of reality and how we can never know the nature of anything, including why we do what we do.

These themes represent profound challenges to our assumptions and beliefs. They are starting to shape the visions and actions of leaders, particularly through the complexity science that draws from the 20th century revolutions in physics and biology. Strategy and consulting firms, such as McKinsey and Ernst and Young, are embracing complexity science and its implications for the way human activities are structured and coordinated. They advise leading global corporations on how to harness these implications for leadership and organisation. These three dramatic vignettes provided a context for the rich tapestry of enduring and unfolding leadership threads and patterns addressed and experienced during the conference. 

The three vignettes were given current substance by the keynote speakers: Professor John Adair – building on the past; Brigadier Patricia Purves, Director of Educational and Training Services, British Army – attending to the present; Lars Kolind, chairman of Grundfos and Growth.dk and former CEO of Oticon – an eye to the future. John Adair spoke of Socrates as the first great teacher of leadership and pointed to the origins of modern theories of leadership in the Socratic dialogues. For example, leadership belongs to the situation, authority flows from the one who knows and that knowledge leads in a free society.

He highlighted enduring qualities of leadership: enthusiasm, integrity that generates trust, toughness and fairness, warmth and humility (a lack of arrogance). He advised us to look for the timeless and timely, rather than believing that “newer is truer”. He concluded with a quote from a lecture on leadership by John Buchan, statesman and historian, at St Andrew’s University in 1930: “The task of the leader is not to put greatness into people but to elicit it because it is there already.”

Patricia Purves spoke about generating trust in others, knowing where you’re going and having the skills and techniques to do it as essential to effective leadership in the present. She also spoke of the need to train followers, to address changes in the social contract on the leadership role, such as the loosening of marriage ties and the need for cultural diversity in the workforce and to deal with the increasing stress of managerial workloads and the need for better work-life balance.

Lars Kolind spoke of what leadership is going to be in the future. His main theme was the kind of leadership ability to create organisations that bring people and knowledge together. Organisations that are fast, efficient and flexible and meet customer needs faster. Organisations with no hierarchies, no job titles and no departments, where everything is organised around projects; where the physical design of the workplace is a cross between a kindergarten and Copenhagen’s Tivoli Gardens with plenty of colour, surprises and variety. Kolind emphasised four competencies for the future, required at individual, company and national level:
Learning competency: ongoing professional, interdependent and intercultural learning

Change competency: the ability to adapt and innovate

Relationships competency: networking, communication and taking responsibility

Meaning competency: the need for the person centred meaning and purpose that characterises those who understand where they’re coming from, are able to choose a value system, interpret events accordingly and act in a cohesive way.
Kolind spoke of the crucial role of leadership in changing the way activities are structured and coordinated. Changes in the way people work together created the kind of spaghetti architecture he described at Oticon; changes that he is engaged in promoting at Grundfos. Three essential factors of leadership are 1) the vision that provides a guiding star for everyone; 2) values that create cohesion between what you say and what you do; and 3) staging. Staging is manifesting vision and values in management and leadership practices and in the physical and symbolic context of work. At Oticon staging includes the motto “Think the unthinkable” and an iconic glass tube that runs from top to bottom of the building. Falling from the top comes shredded paper to symbolise the fact that Oticon produces quality of life rather than paper.

Churchill observed that the further back we look the further forward we can see. A remarkable development 1500 years ago demonstrates the astonishingly positive energy that can be released by creative leaps of faith and action by leaders who build on the past and step into clear and present uncertainty to unleash unfolding futures.

In 627 CE a former Arab businessman from Mecca, Muhammad ibn Abdallah and a force of 3,000 Muslims defeated 10,000 Arabs from Mecca. The following year the Prophet Muhammad and 1,000 unarmed Muslims from Medina made the hajj, the pilgrimage to Mecca, putting themselves at the mercy of the people of Mecca. The band of brothers shared in the tolerance for risk and the willingness to engage with immense uncertainty in order to gain the greatest opportunity for themselves and their way of life. They secured a peace treaty. By 634 the Arabian peninsular was united and for 1,000 years the life of Muslim communities flourished accompanied by the dazzling brilliance of Islamic civilisation. This included preserving, developing and handing on the heritage of the early Greek philosophers who gave Europe and the United States their philosophy, their science, their humanism and their faith in learning based on critical exploration and dialogue. 

The leadership opportunities and challenges of turbulent times have never been more complex or compelling. A globalising economy and globalising communities bring together interwoven, overlapping networks of traditional outlooks steeped in religious and communal values, modern outlooks organised around economic growth and individual achievement, and post-materialist outlooks informed by a passionate intensity for personal self expression and freedom from constraints. Uniting diverse hearts around enabling architectures that liberate future brilliance requires courageous convictions about who we are, where we come from, where we are going and how we are going to get there. The call to embrace the past and relish present uncertainties to liberate open and diverse futures has never been stronger. In keeping with the pragmatic, critical learning

faith that informed the conference:
“Friend, you have read enough.

If you desire still more,

then be the odyssey yourself,

and all that it stands for.”
Adapted from The Cherubic Wanderer

by Angelus Silesius, 17th century German poet. ■

This article makes extensive use of materials provided by conference speakers, together with additional materials from Ashridge colleagues and associates. To them all grateful acknowledgement. Further details on the conference, which took place at Ashridge from 15-17 August 2001, can be found at www.ashridge.com
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