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The Importance of Leadership

Introduction:


The importance of leadership is reflected in its relevance to our daily individual lives.  Society is structured automatically between those who will be leaders and those who will follow.  Human nature tends to associate the word “leader” only with political figures.  This is a crucial mistake because leaders make up a much broader part of our society.  Military leaders have led our troops to victory in wars throughout history.  Religious leaders have formed influential religious groups since the beginning of time.  Business leaders have created corporations that have helped build our nation’s economy.  Leaders of all kinds have helped shape the world around us. So what is it that separates these leaders from the many followers in which they lead?  


All leaders possess certain qualities that separate them from their many followers. We will discuss the three most essential characteristics of leaders and present, as well as analyze the relevant theories of leadership.  The first is one of vision.  Vision is the one tangible quality that all leaders must have to fulfill their roles as leaders.  Strong leadership comes from a superior or “better” vision.  The second is charisma.  Charisma is an intangible characteristic that is impossible to define.  Certain leaders (such as Martin Luther King, Jr.) have shaped the world based on their charisma alone.  The third is the quality of receptivity.  The general public must be receptive to the leader.  This quality of receptivity represents the link between “the leaders and the led” or the “rulers and the ruled.”  Effective communication between the leader and his or her followers is essential.  It is often not the words spoken by the leader that matter, but the extent to which they are understood that makes all of the difference.  These unique characteristics have a dramatic impact on a leader’s success.  The leader’s ability to use these characteristics in order to “show the way” and direct the rest of us in the right direction is essential to our overall being and the future of our world.     


Relevant Theories:


McGregor’s X and Y Theory offers a more realistic view of human nature than the classic perspective.  Theory X assumes that people dislike work and they must be directed in order to perform their tasks.  Theory Y is based on the belief that people do not inherently dislike work.  It states that a person is capable of self-control and self-direction as long as that person is committed to the tasks at hand.  Theory Y presents the fact that, under proper conditions, people can seek responsibility on their own.  This idea is important in understanding what is meant by “leadership.”  The Y is the innovator and leader.  The difference between the X and the Y is the very difference between followers and leaders.  


Fiedler’s contingency theory is based on the basic idea of matching the leader’s style with the situation most complementary to his or her style.  The idea behind this is that the leader’s success will be greater if the leader is put in a situation favorable to his or her style.  Fiedler uses three elements to analyze the organizational situation.  Leader-member relations represent the overall group atmosphere.  This element basically states that the more respect and confidence in the leader, the better the leader-member relations.  The second element is task structure and refers to the extent to which group tasks are defined.  High task structure represents highly procedural tasks while low task structure represents more creative responsibilities.  The third element is one of position power and represents the extent to which the leader has formal authority over his or her subordinates.  

An important comparison is made between states of equilibrium and disequilibrium.  States of equilibrium are calm and peaceful times, times when little    or no leadership is needed.  It is the state of disequilibrium that is of major concern because it is a state of unease and uncertainty.  A leader can make decisions that lead his or her followers out of these times of disequilibrium and into times of equilibrium.  It is essential to realize, however, that once a point of equilibrium is reached and the period of uncertainty is over, it is only a matter of time before we are back in a state of disequilibrium.  All points of disequilibrium are distinctive and it is not possible to avoid any such point because we are a society of change.  This idea of disequilibrium vs. equilibrium suggests that society is in “a constant state of step-like movements between innovation and consolidation.”  The points are all distinctive, but our movement between states of disequilibrium and equilibrium is constant.   


Zaleznnik’s theory brings up an important distinction between leaders and managers.  The role of a leader goes beyond being an effective manager.  A manager possesses expertise and skill, both of which are present in a leader.  It is the vision of leader that separates him or her for the manager.  Vision is absolutely essential in order to be a leader.  For a manager to be a leader, he or she must possess “poetry of the soul” or vision.  This special vision gives leaders the ability to create new directions and imagine new initiatives.  Zaleznik 

identifies four critical variables distinguishing managers and leaders.  The first states that managers are passive towards goals while leaders are goal-orientated.  The second states that managers help workers perform better through structure, while leaders tend to promote their vision through innovations and risk-taking.  The third involves relations with others.  Managers tend to be direct and “hard” in their relations with workers while leaders seek to develop more intense and emotional relationships with individuals.  The fourth is referred to as senses of self and reveals the manager’s comfort with his or her work environment.  Leaders are unique in their sense of separateness that leads to a search for innovation and the dominance of their environment.  


Hofstede’s cultural characteristic of power distance represents the degree to which less powerful societal members accept a high degree of power stratification.  A high power distance represents people of a society that accept large differences of degree existing in a hierarchy.  A low power distance suggests a flatter society, one where the differences in rank or status are much less pronounced.  A dictatorship is an example of a society with a high power distance.  Democracy is representative of a low power distance in which many societies exist and multiple leaders often head various classes.  A lower power distance is representative of participatory democratisation and a “flattening” of the pyramid of decision making.

Analysis:


An understanding of McGregor’s X and Y theory is essential in comprehending the importance of leadership.  What separates the X’s from the Y’s is essentially what separates the followers from the leaders.   The Y’s vision, charisma, and ability to communicate their vision effectively is what makes them leaders.  Y’s are essential because X’s often need to be motivated.  The future of our existence lies in the hands of the Y’s because of their ability to “show the way.”


Fiedler’s element of leader-member relations is the most significant of his contributions.  Charisma plays a particularly significant role in this regard.  Some people “just have a way about them” and always find a way to come across leaving a positive and sometimes motivating impression.  Charisma is a unique characteristic which some of the best leaders have used throughout history to gain recognition and success.  Charisma allows for positive leader-member relations and often instills a strong confidence and mutual respect in the follower for his or her leader.  A comparison can be drawn to Zaleznik’s theory of leaders and managers.  Zaleznik speaks of a leader vs. a manager’s “relations with others.”  The leader’s ability to form emotional and “deep” relationships often results in the leader’s increased success.  It is the charisma of the leader that helps develop these types of relationships and instills trust and confidence in his or her followers.  


As previously stated, the idea of disequilibrium vs. equilibrium suggests that society is “in a constant state of step-like movements between innovation and consolidation.”  Once again, while each point or state of 

disequilibrium/equilibrium is distinctive, the movement of society between these two states is constant.  This comparison suggests an autocratic type of leadership.  An autocratic type of leadership is necessary in times of disequilibrium to get society “back on track.”  President Bush is battling many problems in our nation today.  It started with the War on Terrorism and has moved to the problem with the Enron Corporation and the integrity of the economy.  President Bush must make very decisive decisions and “stick to them” in order to move our nation through these very difficult times.  His vision and the way he communicates his vision to the people is essential to the future of our nation.  It is in times such as these (times of disequilibrium) that true leaders are made and autocratic leadership is necessary in order to progress to a state of equilibrium.


Conclusion:  


Recently, especially in the corporate world, there has been a shift to a more democratic or “flattening” of the pyramid of decision-making.  It is important, however, to remember that it is essentially autocratic leadership that is of ultimate significance to the future of our well being.  

The biggest problem facing any leader is the problem of choice.  Not choosing between good and bad, in this situation, the choice is obvious, but choosing between two competing options (such as two good options).  How does the leader know which one to choose?  The leader uses his or her vision to make the best decision he or she is capable of in a given situation.  The vision represents the courage of the leader to make a confident and decisive decision, enabling the leader to take the risks necessary in a difficult situation.  Throughout history, the greatest decisions have been made (in situations such as these) not by democratic leadership but by autocratic leadership.  History has proven that one person can make a difference.  Alexander the Great changed the world at age 26 because he stood up for what he believed in.  He had a vision, used his charisma to gain support, and communicated his vision effectively enough to motivate people to change the world.  While it took the collective efforts of the people to win the war, it was one man’s vision (Alexander’s) that ultimately changed the world.  The world is built on revolutions that were created by autocratic leadership.    

“The future belongs 


  to those who believe


  in the beauty of their 


  dreams.” 


      -Eleanor Roosevelt





“Leaders stand up and 


  fight for what they


  believe in.  Your 


  biggest judge is the


  face you see in the


  mirror every morning.”


        -David Ebsworth
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