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The he(art) of leadership 

 

What constitutes effective leadership, and indeed whether we need it at all, has long been the subject of 

much consideration, debate and investment. McKinsey, the global management consultancy whose 

approaches seem to have become the blueprint for extensive corporate structuring and behaviour, 

recently reported that only 43% of CEOs were confident that their leadership development programmes 

would work1. So why is it so important to get it right, and what are we doing wrong in our attempts to 

create the leaders of tomorrow? 

 

Business exists to serve society2. In recent years, linear analysis of increasingly complex and 

interconnected problems and the application of standard operating procedures no longer work3. 

Patterns of thinking are changing in the face of rising uncertainty, and radical change – evolution with a 

capital “R” – is called for, if businesses and Western society as we know it are to endure4.  Complexity 

economics gives an explanation for those of us who are not physicists, artists or mystics: 

 

“Standard economics views the economy like a perfect, well-oiled machine, with everything balanced. When 

everything melted down and crashed in 2008, economists started looking for new approaches. We should 

also consider events that propagate through the economy, and whole networks of connections which 

impact it, instead of viewing the whole as a system at equilibrium, with some important imperfections. We 

need to see how small parts, like starlings in a flock, come together to create what is happening in the 

economy. Each starling in the flock is just reacting to its neighbours, and all those reactions sum up to make 

the flock. This makes it possible to see that culture, institutions and events which propagate quickly through 

society can make quite a difference to the economy. We have to recognise the large positive feedback or 

destabilising forces in our economies, and think about how to cut some of that. In other words, we need to 

see the economy not as an ordered machine, but something which is vital and alive, not perfect. If we could 

adjust with it and re-architect it, we would be much better off.” 5 

 

Those destabilising forces include globalization as one of the key drivers of change, leading to a 

rebalancing of economic power with the continuing rise of Asia, the maturing of the European Union and 

the fortunes of emerging markets. Technology is another, as are increasing regulation, protectionism and 

nationalism, rising social inequality and strife, terrorism, civil wars and international conflict4. A somewhat 

different picture from “the future is Orange”…. 

 

Closer to home, a recent report confirmed that many businesses are putting customers at the heart of 

what they do, at the expense of their employees6. As a result, employees “go dark”, disappearing off the 

performance and talent radar, intentionally or unintentionally becoming invisible to their employees. The 

main reason for this is that they are not engaged – the internal physical, mental and emotional state that 

brings together work effort, organizational commitment and job satisfaction, as defined by the Chartered 

Institute for Personnel Development (CIPD). They are not engaged because no-one spends much time 

understanding what they want and need, and they perceive that their leaders are often poor at 

communicating business purpose, vision and strategy. HR departments, who might reasonably be 

expected to address this gap, are too involved in mainly administrative processes. Consequently, people 

do not see where they fit into the organization, or the value of their work. 
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It seems then that our perpetuity depends on our ability to ride and thrive in constant change. That 

adjusting and re-architecting ourselves, our businesses and society are fundamental to our survival and 

success. This would imply a much more open, fluid approach to life with a very different skillset from the 

one we have traditionally admired – clear-mindedness, direction, confidence and conviction in proven 

methods and results.   

 

Recent leadership research reported in the literature says: 

 

“Using our own practical experience and searching the relevant academic literature, we came up with a 

comprehensive list of 20 distinct leadership traits. Next, we surveyed 189,000 people in 81 diverse 

organizations around the world to assess how frequently certain kinds of leadership behaviour are applied 

within their organizations. What we found was that leaders in organizations with high-quality leadership 

teams typically displayed 4 of the 20 possible types of behaviour – be supportive, operate with strong results 

orientation, seek different perspectives and solve problems effectively.”1 

 

“In a complex world, we’re often better served by leaders with humility, a keen sense of their own 

limitations, an insatiable curiosity, and an orientation to learning and development. In our experience, three 

such habits stretch the capabilities of leaders and help them not only to lead the possible but also to delight 

in it – ask different questions to expand thinking, view things from multiple perspectives and see the 

patterns of behaviour within the system.”3 

 

“In order to succeed, you have to innovate, restructure and grow. It’s an agenda of constant change in a 

new era of drastic change. The heart – and soul – of any company is, or ought to be, defined by its 

relationships with its key stakeholders. A checklist of things you should be doing and the stakeholders you 

should be focusing on must include: providing a sense of mission for your employees, offering them ample 

development opportunities; and being a good citizen in the communities where you operate, applying world 

standards or becoming a local champion.”4 

 

I attended a debate on leadership mid-April 2015 to open Responsible Business Week, organised by 

Business in the Community, the Prince of Wales’ business-led charity which works to tackle issues 

essential to creating a fairer society and a more sustainable future. Present at that event were partners 

and senior managers of some well-known organisations – McKinsey, the Brunswick Group, 

GlaxoSmithKline, National Grid, Lloyds Banking Group and Fujitsu. At the end of the debate, which was 

largely about the learning and development programmes in the different organisations, I asked a 

question that was much appreciated by the panel – what do you consider to be the 3 most important 

attributes for leaders in the coming years and why? Their answers were: 

 

1) the ability to recognise patterns of behaviour 

2) the ability to listen 

3) knowledge of oneself and others, in order to adapt the patterns of behaviour 

 

Food for thought, the common themes beginning to emerge from the commercial world about the skills 

we need to navigate chaos and uncertainty. Let’s explore the idea from a very different perspective. 
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Physicists, chemists, biologists, neurologists, psychologists, artists, mystics…have long known that our 

traditionally mechanistic view of reality fragments it. David Bohm, considered to be one of the most 

significant humanist scientists of the 20th century expressed it thus:  

 

 

  

      Madame Cézanne in a red armchair, Paul Cézanne

 

Marina Abramović, the renowned performance artist:  

“What is important is from which state of mind you are doing what you are doing.” 10  

 

And Gregory Bateson, anthropologist, social scientist and cyberneticist:  

“You have probably been taught that you have five fingers. That is, on the whole, incorrect. It is the way 

language subdivides things into things. Probably the biological truth is that in the growth of this thing – in 

your embryology, which you scarcely remember – what was important was not five, but four relations 

between pairs of fingers. (The relationships between things) are the difference that makes the difference.”11 

 

There are many others I could quote from but again, a thread seems to be appearing from apparently 

unrelated fields of study and practice about the nature of “reality”. That we are unintentionally creating a 

world we do not want because we are not aware of how we do that, and that we can, through learning a 

different set of skills in a different way from those we are used to, adjust and re-architect ourselves and 

the world in which we live. The painting above by Cézanne is a fine example from art about wholeness, 

an observation and abstraction made over time through loving relationship. Some interesting parallels 

between what human beings have intuitively known through direct experience for centuries, have 

“Wholeness is an attitude or approach to 

the whole of life…if we can have a 

coherent approach to reality, then reality 

will respond coherently to us…but nature 

has been tremendously affected by our 

way of thinking…we are producing results 

we don’t really want, and then in trying to 

overcome them, we keep on producing 

them.” 8  

 

Francisco Varela, the Chilean biologist, 

neurologist and philosopher: 

“For a living being, the world is something 

that he actually shapes  

and creates, through evolution and his 

own history, it is not a given… 

Biology is the evolution of our nervous 

system, and it is so that we  

bring forth the worlds in which we live, 

through language. Language is a medium 

where we all exist, that gives us our 

societal identity.” 9  
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discovered through experiment and study, and more recently have learned through wider analysis and 

expanded thinking. 

 

One lens for looking at which leadership skills we need to develop to navigate complexity, uncertainty 

and ambiguity is to think about what several thousand years’ worth of history have encouraged us to 

become. As human beings, we can embody all of the attributes shown in the figure below, but men have 

tended to develop the active elements of their psyche and women the passive qualities. This has been at 

the expense of the more supportive qualities of “man” and the more dynamic characteristics of 

“woman”7. To compensate for this, women have often found themselves learning how to behave like 

men, perhaps more smartly so, in order to thrive and succeed in male dominated environments and 

cultures. While men seem to resort to toxic behaviours, get sick or fight. The human price of this 

fragmentation is all too clear, in our leaders who are unable to be effective or credible in emergent, 

volatile conditions, in our organisations full of people who are disengaging and becoming unwell, in the 

breakdown of the family unit as a fabric of society, in young, smart people being attracted to violent, 

sectarian ways of life in a desperate attempt to find their own identity, in all the darker conflicts 

mentioned above… 
 

 

 

Active 

being active 

and courageous 

taking initiative 

exploring new territory 

setting the pace 

taking charge 

getting to the heart of an 

issue 

being impatient 

 

 
 

 

Dynamic 

pushing forwards 

transforming 

bringing forth the new 

dissolving the old 

acting in harmony with 

natural forces 

harnessing the energy 

of the moment 

 

Supportive 

being patient, steadfast, 

reliable, resourceful 

supporting 

 

Passive 

being receptive, 

accommodating, inclusive 

nourishing, trusting 

 
 

 

 

 Attributes of wholeness7

 

 

Let’s combine then the “rational” challenges of the business world and their learning on what might be 

useful for the future, with the more intuitive, or “tacit knowing” of other spheres of life to explore how we 

could grow more effectively as human beings and leaders. 
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Situation Traditional approach and result 

* Issues have become more 

complex and interconnected 

 

* Data is gathered on issues and analysed through linear 

approaches 

* A solution is sought based on previous experience or on the 

advice of “experts” in the field 

 The issue is not resolved, but worsens and / or creates new  

     problems 

 

* Leaders are uncomfortable 

with uncertainty and 

ambiguity 

* Data is gathered and analysed through linear approaches 

* Individual(s) take part in “leadership development” programmes 

which reinforce rote learning and traditional behaviours 

* Individual(s) try out what they have learned but return to 

traditional thinking and behaviours when they go back to their 

organisation and are under pressure 

* They seek solutions to increase certainty based on previous or 

new experience, or on advice from “experts” in the field 

 Leaders do not develop the skills they need to navigate  

      uncertainty and ambiguity, the organisation is restructured and   

     / or the senior leadership changes 

 Similar thinking and behaviour prevail  

 

* Employees are not engaged, 

happy or productive 

* Employees are surveyed to understand their needs and wishes, 

and the data is analysed through linear approaches 

* Individual(s) take part in teambuilding activities and 

organisational events which reinforce rote learning and 

traditional behaviours, satisfying maybe their wishes but not 

their real needs 

* Individual(s) try out what they have learned but return to 

traditional thinking and behaviours when they go back to their 

organisation and are under pressure 

* Leaders do not change their behaviour so the organisational 

culture does not change either 

  Employees become even more disillusioned and may start to  

      actively disengage. Trust is weakened further, the organisation  

      is restructured and / or the senior leadership changes 

  Similar thinking and behaviour prevail 

  

 

Instead we need a much more fluid, open approach to learning which allows us to explore issues – 

personal, team, organisational, market, societal…- through creative play, as well as rationally. In this way 

we might identify the underlying principles, assumptions and theories that led to the issues in the first 

place. This may be difficult, unwanted and uncomfortable, so immersion in nature gives us the chance to 

relax and access our “tacit knowing” – what we can do without knowing why or how. Thus we can open 
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up a whole new arena for individual and collective reflection, whereby we are able to elaborate a 

multitude of spontaneous possibilities that we can test in practice. The skills we need to practise for this 

creativity to emerge include really being able to listen what is going on – when in fact most of us just 

hear and are already preparing our counter-arguments – bringing forth the new, by acting in harmony 

with natural forces and harnessing the energy of the moment – rather than taking the initiative, setting 

the pace and running the show to get to the heart of an issue – and being patient and supportive with 

one another over a period of time, so that authentic learning may take place within ourselves and the 

group. Authentic learning means (re)discovering a natural, spontaneous and whole way to live in the 

world – our innate wisdom. When we are able to adapt our own behaviour as a result of our new 

awareness, we may find that we are starting to create the lives, teams, organisations and world that we 

want and we are able to innovate no matter how fast-moving and uncertain conditions are. That we are 

getting the results we want, because we have learned how to be authentic, responsible human beings: 

 

“We are not talking about love as a virtue or as something good from a moral, religious or philosophical 

perspective. We are talking biology...as members of an evolutionary trend centred around the conservation 

of the biology of love and the expansion of intelligence. It is as loving languaging beings that we can still 

become aware of what it is to be a human being…and create the conditions for the upbringing of our 

children…in a way that they grow and conserve themselves as self-respecting, socially conscious, loving and 

caring adults, by living with them in the biology of love.12 

Humberto Maturana 

 

 

 

 

Piet Mondrian – abstraction and balance  
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