
Chapter One

Leadership Principles
and Leadership Tasks

When her father called her into his office, Elena had a sinking feel-

ing. Her father had not been well in recent years and talked of retir-

ing. Earlier in the day he visited the doctor to get the results of some

tests. The tone of his voice on the phone just now was somber. Elena

braced herself. She didn’t feel ready.

The employees of Zoffner Piano Company referred to Elena’s

father as Mr. Karl. It was a sign of both their respect for him and their

feelings of closeness to him. He knew everything there was to know

about making and selling pianos. He was the brains and the heart and

the soul of the company. He was also a person who cared about

everyone individually, who had countless times come to the rescue of

an employee, had provided wise counsel and emotional support. Over

the years he tried to instill all of this in Elena, but she knew her father

couldn’t teach her how to command the attention of everyone on the

shop floor when she walked in, or how to help each employee feel

important, or how to make the salespeople laugh about a bad quar-

terly report. These were things that Elena simply couldn’t imagine her-

self doing. Her father was a natural leader, and she was not.

Karl Zoffner had founded Zoffner Piano in 1947 with less than

a thousand dollars and a specific idea (what in later years would be

called a vision): to build quality pianos that a working person could
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afford to buy for a son or daughter. For over fifty years he guided the

company through good years and bad by making shrewd decisions

about whom to hire, what materials and craftsmanship to use, what

markets to go into, where to obtain goods and supplies, which

technologies to acquire. Through those years he earned the loyalty

and commitment of employees who thought of Zoffner Piano as their

second (in some cases, first) family. These people would do anything

for Mr. Karl. There were many stories, told and retold, about times

when Karl and his employees worked shoulder to shoulder to keep a

promise to a customer or to solve a problem with a supplier. When

competitors threatened the business, Mr. Karl always found a way

to reposition (today we might say reinvent) Zoffner Piano, maintain

his original vision, and keep it profitable and growing.

Elena came into the business fresh from an MBA program at a

leading university. She had not been sure about this decision, and she

and her father and mother had spent many a sleepless night discussing

her future. In the end she realized that the company was in her blood,

even though she was uncertain about her ability to take over from her

father. But he insisted that she would learn all she needed to know

about the business from helping him run Zoffner Piano until the time

came for retirement. Then she would be ready.

Karl turned out to be both right and wrong. Elena did learn more

than she ever thought she could about the materials that go into a

piano, where to get them, how to get the best prices, and about how

a piano is made. She learned about casting iron and fashioning wood

into piano cases. She learned about marketing the instruments, who

buys pianos and why, how much people will pay for a piano for their

child, and how much they will pay for a concert instrument. She also
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began to form some ideas of her own about the company and how she

would run it when her father turned it over to her. She looked to him

for guidance about leadership, but Karl was not very helpful on that

subject.

Elena would ask him, “How do you get people to pull together

all the time?”

He would look a little put out and answer shortly, “I just pull

from in front.”

In fact, her father didn’t believe a person could usefully study

leadership. “A leader is someone who never thinks about being a

leader,” he once said. “You just are.”

This worried Elena. She knew she was not a leader. And that

was why she felt uneasy and unprepared walking into her father’s

office that day.

Leadership Principles

If we’re lucky, we have known someone like Mr. Karl who just
naturally commands attention and respect and who, maybe with-
out ever thinking about it, pulls in the right direction and gets peo-
ple to follow. Knowing such people can have a lasting effect.
Besides providing a model or even a hero to emulate, such people
may help convince us that this is the true nature of leadership and
that other kinds of leadership we have encountered are only pale
imitations offered by people without true leadership ability. As a
result we conclude that what we need in this world is more people
like Mr. Karl, and that one of the problems we are having in our
lives is a lack of true leaders like him. Like Elena, we are often
tempted to think that if we can’t be a leader like Karl Zoffner, we
are not really a leader at all. But how do we come to this conclu-
sion? How do we know that Mr. Karl is the real thing?
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Recognizing Thoughts, Words, and Actions as Leadership

In this book, the question of how we know leadership when we see
it plays a central role. I propose that we know leadership when we
see it because we share an organizing knowledge principle in com-
mon with other people. In other words, Mr. Karl’s natural ability to
command respect, and our admiration and appreciation of this kind
of leadership, come from a way of thinking about leadership, a way
of understanding when leadership is happening, that a group of
people can share. It is a way of thinking and understanding that
enables individuals and the group as a whole to recognize certain
thoughts, words, and actions as being leadership.

This alters the usual way to approach the topic of leadership.
Usually leadership is assumed to be something out there in the
world that exists more or less independent of how we think about
it. The way we think about it is mostly determined by the way
leadership is. From this more usual point of view, we would think
about Mr. Karl’s leadership and understand it as being admirable
and effective because it is admirable and effective. This view is
perfectly usable most of the time. It raises the question of what it
is about Mr. Karl’s leadership that makes it admirable and effec-
tive. And that opens up a whole set of considerations as we try to
describe and define what it is about Mr. Karl as a person and his
approach to leadership that is admirable and effective and per-
haps to work out how other people might emulate his approach
to leadership.

This book takes the viewpoint that leadership is nothing at
all—that even Mr. Karl’s leadership doesn’t really exist until we
have some way of knowing it when we encounter it. If, when
encountering certain thoughts, words, or actions, we don’t in effect
say “that’s leadership,” then leadership simply isn’t what is hap-
pening at the moment as far as we are concerned. So in the view
being offered here, leadership is not something out there in the
world that we come to know because it impresses itself on our
minds, it is something we create with our minds by agreeing with
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other people that these thoughts, words, and actions—and not
some others—will be known as leadership.

For example, say a young child falls and skins her knee. Her
mother runs from the house, sweeps the child in her arms, and with
hugs and kisses, comforts the child and takes her into the house to
nurse her little wound. Is this an example of leadership? Take a
moment to think about this before reading the next paragraph. Try
to decide one way or the other.

What was your first response, before you took time to think it
over? Did that first response change? What entered into your think-
ing on this question? How did you come to a conclusion about
whether this is an example of leadership or not? If the story had
been told to you in some completely different context, would the
question of this act being leadership ever have entered your head?
How did you deal with the fact that you were being asked to deter-
mine if this is an example of leadership or not?

The task I set before you was a way to get at how you may
recognize leadership. For some of you, this may have been a rather
irritating no-brainer. “Of course that’s not leadership, and if this
guy thinks it is, I may not read the rest of this book.” (Please hang
in, however.) Others may have thought it was not leadership at
first, but upon reflection, certain aspects of the story, it seemed,
might have touched on leadership: the mother is like a leader in
that she has a goal in mind (comforting and caring for her child)
and she leads the child toward that goal (takes her in her arms,
takes her into the house). Or others might have thought it was only
minimally like leadership because the mother is caring and con-
cerned, and a leader should be caring and concerned; but otherwise
it was not an example of leadership.

All of these ways of answering the question draw on some or-
ganizing principle that, in effect, admits certain ideas as being lead-
ership (or possibly being leadership) and blocks other ideas as not
being leadership. Thus, if you thought the mother was like a leader
because she had a goal in mind and led the child toward that goal,
then perhaps you know leadership when there is a person who leads
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others toward a goal. For you, this would be part of a principle for or-
ganizing knowledge of (recognition of) leadership. When you see a
person leading others toward a goal, you may recognize that leader-
ship is happening. On the other hand, thoughts, words, and actions
that are not recognized as leadership simply cannot be leadership.
Maybe nothing in the example seemed remotely close to being
leadership. Then leadership was not happening in the story. Only
thoughts, words, and actions that are recognized as leadership can
constitute leadership.

From this point of view, leadership is not something indepen-
dent of the way we think. Just the opposite: it is dependent on the
way we organize what we take for granted as real and true. The
presence or absence of leadership depends on the presence or
absence of some knowledge principle that enables a person or a
group or a community or organization to say, “That’s leadership.”

In other words, in this book, we will look at leadership in terms
of what makes some thoughts, words, and actions meaningful as lead-
ership to people. We will be concentrating on specific ways of know-
ing and understanding leadership that I believe people share in
groups, communities, and organizations. To approach the question
of how Mr. Karl manages to make the shop floor fall silent when he
passes through, we will address the question of how the people on
the shop floor (and Mr. Karl, and we) come to understand his very
presence as an act of leadership. What are the patterns of ideas and
underlying assumptions that cause people to fall silent and that
cause us to admire the way Mr. Karl makes people fall silent?

Leadership principles, as these ways of recognizing leadership
will be called, are a shared achievement. They are created by peo-
ple interacting with one another; they are not created in each in-
dividual person’s mind alone. So there are not as many leadership
principles as there are people. And since people interact in many
different ways, it is likely that there is not just one master principle
from which all other leadership principles are derived. The way of
understanding and knowing leadership that brings about Mr. Karl’s
leadership is just one way to recognize leadership, and there are
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other ways of understanding and recognizing leadership that are not
poor relations to this “real” kind of leadership, but are qualitatively
different ways of knowing that leadership is happening. These other
ways of understanding leadership bring about thoughts, words, and
actions that some people (but not all people) recognize as leader-
ship, but that don’t look like Mr. Karl’s leadership at all.

To summarize: in this book leadership will be approached as
something that is brought into being by a shared knowledge prin-
ciple that enables people to recognize (know) that leadership is hap-
pening. This approach will allow us to talk about leadership as
something that can come into being or go out of being because of
the presence or absence of some organizing knowledge principle.
People share in these knowledge principles as ways of organizing
reality about leadership. If they didn’t, a group of people would
never be able to make leadership happen. So there are not as many
principles as people, but there is not just one either. What will be
important here is just what such leadership principles are like, how
they work or fail to work, what happens when the leadership prin-
ciple that a group of people has been using becomes less useful to
them, and how leadership principles change and evolve.

Later in this chapter I will go into a little more detail about
three knowledge principles of leadership. (These are the main top-
ics in later chapters.) But because this talk of principles can be
confusing—and because approaching leadership in terms of knowl-
edge principles is such a central idea in this book—it is important
to distinguish the idea of leadership principles from two other ideas
with which it could be confused, namely, leadership definitions and
leadership styles.

Principles Distinguished from Definitions

A knowledge principle is a set of ideas, a set of rules, if you will, about
the nature of reality and life that are taken for granted to be true.
Right away, the difference between a knowledge principle and a
definition becomes apparent, because most definitions of something
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as complex as leadership are by their nature subject to debate, doubt,
and challenge. Knowledge principles, on the other hand, comprise
sets of taken-for-granted truths, truths that are obvious to those who
hold them.

For example, when we say something like, “I can’t define
beauty but I know it when I see it,” we are basing our knowledge on
some principle by which we recognize and understand beauty. We
simply know beauty in this way, without conscious effort. We can
recognize and understand beauty when we see it because we apply
some knowledge principle of beauty, some set of rules about the na-
ture of reality that implicitly tells us, “It’s obvious that this is beau-
tiful.” (Of course, different people may use different knowledge
principles and thus what is obviously beautiful would be different.)
If we were to try to sit down and write a definition of beauty (not
recommended) to say what beauty means, the sense of meaning
would be afforded by whatever knowledge principle we use to orga-
nize what we take to be the reality of beauty. There would be some
ideas that we would take for granted as true without question, such
as, for example, that natural things—flowers, waterfalls, birds—are
beautiful. Thus we might say something like “things in nature are
obviously beautiful” and this idea would be part of our beauty prin-
ciple and would underlie all our thoughts, feelings, responses, and
attitudes about beauty. We use knowledge principles all the time,
whenever we take it for granted (it is obvious to us) that something
is true: nature is beautiful, people are basically good (or bad, or self-
interested), God is all powerful, murder is evil.

In the same way, there are leadership principles—principles
that allow anyone to say, “I can’t define leadership, but I know it
when it happens.” A leadership principle is thus deeper than a defi-
nition of leadership; it is the set of ideas, taken for granted as true,
even obvious, that organize and describe the reality behind a defi-
nition. To say what leadership means, a definition must make use
of some meaning-creating knowledge principle. For example, here
is a definition of leadership from F. H. Allport’s 1924 Social Psy-
chology: “Leadership is personal social control” (cited in Bass, 1990,
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p. 12). This definition, like all definitions, is meaningful because it
draws on ideas assumed to be true but not dealt with in the defini-
tion itself: that a person can exercise social control, that the dis-
tinction between what is personal and what is social is useful in
leadership, that leadership happens when control happens. If the
definition strikes you as being insightful and helps you understand
leadership better, if it succeeds in saying what leadership means, it
may be because you use the same or a very similar underlying prin-
ciple for knowing that leadership is happening as the one the defi-
nition writer used. Because you share this principle with the writer,
the definition helps you articulate something you knew but couldn’t
put precisely into words. The sharing is critical and makes the defi-
nition mean something to you. The definition helps you understand
leadership better because it is based on a knowledge principle, a set
of taken-for-granted truths, you and the writer share.

If, on the other hand, the definition seems wrong in some way
to you, if you respond with “Yes, but—,” it may be because you use
a different knowledge principle from the one used by the definition
writer. You and the writer differ on what you each take to be the
reality of leadership. Maybe this definition strikes you as being too
narrow; or maybe it seems to describe an outmoded idea of leader-
ship; or maybe it seems to describe power, not leadership. Focusing
on the idea of knowledge principles helps us see how these reac-
tions to the definition arise less in an argument over whether it
defines leadership effectively and more over differences in taken-
for-granted assumptions about reality. That particular definition is
a good definition of leadership (it says what the reality of leadership
is to you) if, when you see “personal social control” happening in
your life, you say “this is leadership.” If you don’t say that when you
see “personal social control” happening, it’s not a good definition
(it fails to describe what you know the reality of leadership to be).

Here’s another definition of leadership, one I think is based on
a knowledge principle different from that underlying the definition
in the last paragraph: “[Leadership is] a relation between leader and
led in which the leader influences more than he is influenced.”
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(This one is from a 1952 article by H. Gerth and C. W. Mills, “A
Sociological Note on Leadership,” cited in Bass, 1990, p. 13.) This
definition does not even refer to the same ideas as the first. There
is no mention of control and no underlying assumption that lead-
ership is personal. Instead, a different way of knowing is being
applied: that leadership is interpersonal, a relationship; mutual but
unequal influence is what is happening when leadership happens.
Assuming that readers of this definition share some of these ways
of knowing with the writer of the definition, the definition will
make sense to them. In other words, a definition says what leader-
ship means because it makes its assertion within a context of a
shared knowledge principle, a sense of what is obviously true that
is shared between the definition giver and the definition consumer.

Principles Distinguished from Styles

So the principles I will present here are not definitions of leader-
ship, although they are the basis of definitions of leadership. They
are whole ways of knowing that leadership is happening. This still
leaves a question: How is a leadership principle different from a
leadership style? It might seem that because differing principles can
be expected to bring about differing ways of thinking about leader-
ship, and because differing ways of thinking about leadership could
be expected to bring about differing ways of enacting leadership,
and given that such differences constitute what we mean by differ-
ing leadership styles, it could be argued that a principle and a style
are nearly the same. But there is a critical and useful difference be-
tween the two. A leadership style is usually thought of as an ap-
proach to leadership that a leader (or a follower) chooses to take.
A leader chooses to be task-oriented or relationship-focused, or a
leader chooses to decide alone or allow followers to participate in a
decision. The leader is understood to choose a style depending on
the situation, the task, the maturity of the followers, and other con-
siderations. In other words, the idea of style refers to something
that a leader can put on or take off, that a leader has control over.
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A leadership principle is a different idea. Because a principle is
what is required for the leader (and followers!) to recognize that
leadership is happening, it is not something you choose to use or
not use from one situation to another. Assuming that the leader
and the followers want leadership to happen, they are more or less
stuck (at least for the present) with whatever leadership principle
will allow them to recognize certain thoughts, words, and actions
as leadership. This principle will disallow recognition of certain
other thoughts, words, and actions as leadership. Without a lead-
ership principle, the people would be unable to recognize any words
or actions as leadership—they would be unable to distinguish
between what was and was not leadership.

A multitude of differing enactments, approaches, and con-
sciously chosen styles can be understood as leadership from the
meaning afforded by a single leadership principle. Likewise, a mul-
titude of enactments, approaches, and styles will not be recognized
as leadership, even some that arise from some other leadership prin-
ciple. Leaders who change their leadership style such that their
thoughts, words, and actions are still recognized as leadership are
likely still making sense of leadership from the same leadership
principle as before. The style has changed, but the principle stays
the same. Unlike a leadership style, a leadership principle is changed
only slowly and with difficulty, because people don’t easily part with
a way of making sense of something as important as leadership. As
we will discuss later in this book, when a person or a group of peo-
ple changes their leadership principle, we will view this as the basis
for leadership development.

So a leadership principle is deeper than a definition, and is also
deeper than a leadership style. A single principle could be used to
create definitions of leadership different enough for people to argue
over, because people who take the same underlying ideas to be true
can still argue over how those taken-for-granted truths apply in life
situations. Likewise, a single leadership principle could be the basis
for many differing leadership styles. A leadership principle is what
gives meaning to definitions and styles in the sense that a principle
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is required for people to recognize and understand that leadership
is what is happening.

Three Principles for Recognizing Leadership

I have at this point painted myself into a kind of corner. Having pro-
posed the idea of knowledge principles of leadership, I face the task
of articulating, spelling out, such principles. The catch-22 in doing
this should be obvious after all this discussion of knowledge princi-
ples. Whatever articulation of knowledge principles I choose must
in itself come from some knowledge principle. Like everyone, I have
to take something for granted as true. And what is this knowledge
that I myself must take for granted as obviously true? It is the third
of the three leadership principles that I will articulate. I cannot see
through what I take to be the obvious truths of that principle, and
all of my articulation of the first and second principles is based on
what I take for granted as being true in the third principle. In this
sense, the destination of the whole book is the third principle, and
everything else in the book is asserted from the perspective of the
understanding of leadership afforded by this third principle.

Having said that, I propose to plunge right in, as if naming and
articulating leadership principles were useful and productive. The
names I propose for the three leadership principles are personal
dominance (first principle), interpersonal influence (second principle),
and relational dialogue (the third, and for me, the embedding prin-
ciple). The following sections will introduce these principles in
their basic form. The rest of the book is devoted to a more detailed
exploration of the meaning and usefulness of each principle.

Personal Dominance

Mr. Karl’s and his employees’ way of recognizing and understand-
ing leadership illustrates an enactment of the first principle: per-
sonal dominance. Personal dominance is a way of understanding
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leadership as the personal quality or characteristic of a certain kind
of person called a leader. The particular thoughts, words, and
actions of this kind of person can vary along many dimensions
without affecting the person’s status as a leader because leadership
is assumed to come from within, from an inner quality or charac-
teristic, not from this or that behavior. Leadership from this per-
spective is whatever the (true) leader does: leaders create leadership
by expressing an inner quality toward followers.

This principle takes the following truths for granted:

• Leadership is something a person possesses.

• Leadership is an expression of this personally possessed qual-
ity or characteristic.

• Leaders lead because followers are convinced of the truth of
their leadership.

Dominance does not necessarily mean the same as domination
(although it may). Dominance refers to the idea that the leader is
the source of leadership and the followers are the receivers of lead-
ership. I propose that this is historically the oldest and conceptu-
ally the most basic leadership principle.

Interpersonal Influence

The second leadership principle, interpersonal influence, is a way
of understanding that leadership happens when a group of people
agree and disagree, ally and contend, concur and argue, plan and
negotiate until someone emerges as the most influential person and
thus claims the role of leader.

Because this is a different leadership principle from the first
principle, I propose that this is a whole different way of creating the
meaning of leadership. It is not simply a different approach to lead-
ership that is, say, less power-oriented and less instrumental than
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the first principle. It is a qualitatively different way to recognize that
leadership is happening. The emergence of a leader from a process
of negotiation differs from personal dominance because from the
perspective of the second principle a person becomes a leader by
achieving influence, whereas in the first principle a person is the
leader by possessing the quality or characteristic of leadership. In
the first principle, leadership is in the leader; in the second princi-
ple, leadership is in the greater influence created by the process of
negotiation. In the first principle, influence is one of many tools the
leader possesses as an aspect of personal leadership. In the second
principle, influence must be achieved, and in its achievement, one
takes on leadership.

This principle takes the following truths for granted:

• Leadership is a role occupied by the most influential
person.

• People possess or can acquire certain qualities and character-
istics that enable them to be effective in such a role.

• Leadership involves followers actively in the process of nego-
tiating influence.

• Leaders lead by influencing followers more than followers
influence them.

I propose that this second principle comes into being because
of certain limitations of the first principle, and that historically it
arose in human life later than the first principle and as a response
to these limitations.

Relational Dialogue

The third leadership principle, relational dialogue, is a way of under-
standing that leadership happens when people who acknowledge
shared work use dialogue and collaborative learning to create con-
texts in which that work can be accomplished across the dividing
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lines of differing perspectives, values, beliefs, cultures, and more
generally what I will refer to as differing worldviews. Again, this is
yet another qualitatively different way to recognize that leadership
is happening.

This principle takes the following truths for granted:

• Leadership is the property of a social system.

• Individual people do not possess leadership; leadership hap-
pens when people participate in collaborative forms of
thought and action.

• If there is an individual leader, the actions that person takes
are an aspect of participation in the process of leadership.

This third principle may strike the ear strangely. It is less fa-
miliar than the first two principles, I propose, because it has just
begun to emerge and is not yet fully formed. It is emerging, how-
ever, in response to certain limitations in the second principle that
are calling this third principle forth, and people in communities
and organizations are already beginning to make sense of leader-
ship in this way.

With the idea of leadership principles in mind, and remember-
ing that we will be visiting each of the three principles later in
detail, let’s return to the story of Elena Zoffner, her father, and the
Zoffner Piano Company.

In Karl Zoffner’s office that day, Elena received the news that she

was the new head of the company. Her father was stoical, as always,

but she could tell it was a profoundly sad day for him. Her own feel-

ings were more complex: a combination of sadness and excitement,

a sense of something lost and something just on the verge of coming

into being. That very day she overheard a long-time employee talk-

ing to a younger worker. The announcement of Mr. Karl’s retire-

ment and her taking over had just been made.
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“The girl is a good kid, but she knows nothing. I tell you, with-

out Mr. Karl we’re in big trouble.”

Elena was long past letting this kind of remark bother her too

much. And anyway she agreed that her knowledge of the business

could never equal her father’s. The remark did, however, drive

home to her that somehow she had to get out from under her father’s

shadow as soon as possible. As long as she was compared to her

father, she would always be found wanting in the eyes of the

employees. So she struck out to make an impression on people in her

own right. She figured that she needed to take the company in a new

direction, one that her father would never have contemplated. Elena

decided that Zoffner Piano would get into the business of making di-

gital pianos.

The reaction at the weekly management meeting when Elena

made this intention clear was one of stony silence. Her words were

greeted with a variety of hard looks ranging from puzzlement to dis-

may to outrage. No one dared to say a word. They simply stared at

Elena, seemingly embarrassed for her.

“Of course we will continue to make the same fine pianos we

always have. We’ll add the digital piano to our line of products. This

will mean opening a new plant and hiring more employees. It’s a

whole new direction for us, and I’m very excited about it.”

They shifted in their seats uncomfortably. No one spoke.

“It’s the future.” Elena continued, feeling somehow more confi-

dent in herself despite them. “Digital instruments are growing in pop-

ularity. It’s an enormous opportunity for us to grow.”

John, the marketing manager, found his voice. “So you want me

to do some research on this, Elena? I could study the digital market

and find out how well positioned we would be to enter it.”
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“You do your study, John, but the decision is made. This is where

Zoffner is headed. I take full responsibility for this. It’s my call.”

“Of course it’s your call, Elena. I was just thinking that we might

want to look first before we, you know, before we leap.”

“Too late, John, we have already leaped.”

The next day, unknown to Elena, the head foundryman, an old-

world craftsman responsible for casting the iron pin boards, went to

see Karl.

“So now we are going to make toy pianos, Mr. Karl?”

Karl was surprised by Elena’s decision and by the foundryman’s

visit. He had expected that Elena might take Zoffner in some new

directions, but not this. He believed making digital pianos would

lower the value of the Zoffner piano in the eyes of the customer, and

they would not be able to maintain their margins. He had discussed

this with his daughter several times in the past. He was filled with

doubt about her decision and what to do about it, but he knew

exactly what to say now.

“This is Elena’s decision, Anthony. She’s in charge now.”

“But Mr. Karl! What will become of us? What will happen to us

when people see that we make these things?”

“You know that’s not your concern, and frankly I’m surprised at

you, Anthony. You never questioned one of my decisions like this.

What has gotten into you?”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Karl. Very, very sorry.”

When word got around that Anthony had quit because of Elena’s

decision, morale at Zoffner fell. Employees grumbled among

themselves and the rumor mill started working overtime. “Mr. Karl is

coming back” was, of course, the leading rumor. Karl took Elena

aside and tried to get her to change her mind, but Elena was ready for
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this. She reminded Karl of his own words. “You said it was mine

now, Father. These are my decisions now, just like they were your

decisions in the past. Don’t expect me to be you. I’ve got to be

myself.” For all his doubt about her business judgment, Karl felt

utterly proud of his daughter at that moment.

The employees were not so easy to deal with. They became in-

creasingly distrustful of Elena, and their poor attitude began to show

up in production problems and absenteeism. For the first time in the

company’s history, turnover was becoming a problem. Elena saw

that people were not committed to their work the way they had once

been. The new people hired to replace those that left seemed to want

no more out of a job than their paycheck. To Elena, they had no pride

in their work. She became obsessed with maintaining the quality of

their product and instituted a number of work procedures and rules

to ensure quality that had never been needed in her father’s day. The

world was changing, and so was Zoffner Piano.

Leadership Tasks

We discussed the idea that for certain thoughts, words, and actions
to be recognized, understood, and known as leadership, people in a
community or organization must share some knowledge principle
that allows them to agree that leadership is happening. But no mat-
ter what leadership principle is used to recognize leadership, the
call for leadership arises in the need to accomplish certain tasks.

The Work of Leadership:
Direction, Commitment, Adaptation

The tasks of leadership will be articulated here as setting direction,
creating and maintaining commitment, and facing adaptive chal-
lenge. It is the need to accomplish these tasks that calls forth lead-
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ership based on whatever principle people in the community or
organization hold in common.

Notice that these are the very tasks that the people at Zoffner
Piano are having a hard time accomplishing since Mr. Karl’s retire-
ment: the direction of the company is unclear, a matter of doubt
and debate; people are not committed to the company or to Elena;
and they are facing a challenge (the retirement of Mr. Karl and the
move to digital keyboards) to which they are having a great deal of
trouble adapting. When the leadership tasks of a community or
organization are not being accomplished, people in the organiza-
tion or community will say that they lack leadership. Exactly what
thoughts, words, and actions constitute leadership, and what they
therefore see themselves as lacking, depends on the leadership prin-
ciple they share in common and use to know when leadership is
(and therefore when it is not) happening.

The three leadership tasks as expressed here—setting direction,
creating commitment, and facing adaptive challenges—are intended
to be merely representative of a broad range of leadership tasks, which
could be articulated in many different ways—defining mission, setting
goals, creating vision, motivating followers, forging community, cre-
ating alignment, creating change, managing change, fostering inno-
vation, and so forth. Leadership tasks seem to center on three kinds
of tasks related to direction (mission, goals, vision, purpose), com-
mitment (alignment, motivation, spirit, teamwork), and adaptation
(innovation, change, dealing with paradigm shifts). Thus we will sim-
plify by working with the three leadership tasks of setting direction,
creating commitment, and facing adaptive challenges as if these three
were an adequate representation of leadership tasks in general.

First let’s take a closer look at each of these critical leadership
tasks, and then we will look ahead briefly to a main topic of this
book: how each leadership principle approaches the accomplish-
ment of these tasks.

Setting Direction. The task of setting direction answers some
basic questions: Where are we going? What are we going to do?
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Why are we doing it? What purpose will we serve? What will we
become and do in the future? How will we get there? These are all
questions of direction that people ask one another in some form all
the time, whether it’s a small group of friends planning an evening
together or a huge multinational corporation devising a long-term
strategy. Direction as a leadership task is related both to the des-
tination and the path toward the destination. It involves the ar-
ticulation of mission, vision, purpose, values; the naming of goals,
outcomes, criteria of effectiveness; the devising of strategies, tac-
tics, modes, methods. Direction tells people what they are doing,
why they are doing it, and how they will do it. In a small group of
friends going out for the evening, the question of direction can be
answered quickly and easily because the question of what to do
usually implies and answers the questions of why and how. But in
contexts such as a large community or organization, direction
becomes more complex. Answering the question of what to do can
leave unanswered the questions of why and how; people can agree
on what and disagree on why and how. This complexity argues for
breaking out the various aspects of direction in thinking about
leadership, and usually this is what happens. Considerations of mis-
sion and vision are separated from considerations of strategy and
effectiveness. For simplicity in trying to understand the idea of
leadership principles, however, the leadership tasks will be pre-
sented here in a generalized form.

Creating and Maintaining Commitment. The second task of
leadership is creating and maintaining commitment. How can a
group, community, or organization stay together, work together,
cooperate, become aligned and coordinated? How will everyone
pull together in the same direction when things get tough, when
some degree of self-sacrifice is required? How can people in a group
or community or organization know that they can count on one
another? Commitment is related to cohesion, coordination, and
investment. It involves creating the tie that binds, the organiza-
tional glue, the sense of togetherness. It also involves what many
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thoughtful people prefer to think of as a management function
rather than a leadership task: coordination and alignment. (I pro-
pose that what we think of as management has its own knowledge
principles that are more or less independent of leadership princi-
ples, and yet much of the work of management and leadership
overlap. Hence the confusion between management and leader-
ship: the two are aspects of overlapping work that must be accom-
plished according to more or less independent working principles.)
The leadership task of coordination and alignment has to do with
creating a context in which people will allow themselves to be in
the service of the plans and needs of others. (The management
aspect of this task deals more with the technical aspects of struc-
turing coordination and alignment.) Finally, creating commitment
involves maintaining commitment, that is, keeping people to-
gether and aligned when forces arise that would pull them apart.

Facing Adaptive Challenge. The third leadership task is facing
adaptive challenge. The phrase adaptive challenge here is being used
in the sense that Ron Heifetz uses it: a challenge confronting a
community or organization for which it has no preexisting resources,
remedies, tools, solutions, or even the means for accurately naming
and describing the challenge. Thus most challenges are not adap-
tive, they are merely problems or decisions needing to be made.
Everyday problems present situations for which the community or
organization is prepared, or for which it has the means to get pre-
pared. Such everyday problems might require a high degree of cre-
ativity and resourcefulness and may be quite difficult to solve, but
they are fundamentally approachable using means that are already
available or can be marshaled. Solving such everyday problems is
not taken here to be a leadership task. Making such everyday deci-
sions is not what is meant here by facing adaptive challenges. An
adaptive challenge causes confusion. Its challenge is precisely this:
that people in the community or organization cannot agree on the
nature of the challenge, the degree of its significance, or sometimes
whether a challenge exists or not. The organization has no tools for
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approaching an adaptive challenge because it has no widespread,
agreed-on understanding of the challenge. Differing ways of un-
derstanding the challenge are being offered and each differing
understanding implies different responses. To face an adaptive
challenge the group or organization must first create a shared sense
of what it is and what it means before people can begin to create
the resources for responding. Facing an adaptive challenge will
therefore fundamentally change the community or organization.

All three leadership tasks are framed as being related to the
very existence of a group, community, or organization. Setting
direction can and often does bring a community or organization
into being; losing direction or failing to set direction can mean los-
ing meaning and the very reason for being. Creating and main-
taining commitment sustains the community or organization and
enables people to serve their own needs and the needs of others.
When this task is not accomplished, the community or organiza-
tion can literally fall apart—the most inspiring direction cannot
hold it together because, without commitment, there is no way to
reach the destination. Facing adaptive challenges is critical to the
long-term viability of a community or organization. Failing to
accomplish this task can mean that the context in which a com-
munity or organization has set direction and created commitment
changes such that the direction and the basis for commitment are
nullified. Even in accomplishing this task, a community or organi-
zation faces fundamental change that may significantly alter the
identity of the community—and this new identity might imply the
loss of the community that once was.

How Each Principle Approaches the Leadership Tasks

Thus these three leadership tasks can be articulated in a general
sense. But, as I hope is becoming clear, such leadership tasks are not
likely to be understood in the same way from the perspective of
each of the principles outlined earlier. The interpretation and
understanding of each of the tasks will differ depending on the

22 THE DEEP BLUE SEA

Drath 1  2/23/01 1:57 PM  Page 22



principle, as does the interpretation and understanding of leader-
ship itself. This creates a distinctive capacity and limitation for
each leadership principle with respect to accomplishing the lead-
ership tasks. A brief overview of the way each leadership principle
approaches the accomplishment of the leadership tasks will be
helpful before we move on to a closer examination of the leader-
ship principles themselves.

Personal Dominance. The first leadership principle makes sense
of direction as the clear and univocal expression of the leader’s
vision. As an extension of an ability that is understood to be per-
sonally possessed by the leader, direction is the leader’s personal,
and therefore unified, vision. In a community or organization that
understands leadership from the perspective of the first principle
and possesses an effective dominant leader, direction is synonymous
with leadership because both direction and leadership flow from
the leader. The discourse of this principle is that of personality,
belief in personal power, the language of character, vision, and
inspiration. As we will see, this capacity of the first principle to cre-
ate clear direction can also put limitations on its efficacy in some
contexts. When the leader’s personal direction proves to be less
than effective, the basis of leadership itself is undermined.

Followers commit directly and personally to the leader—not
just because of their belief in the efficacy or rightness of the leader’s
vision but because of their belief in the leader’s being as a leader.
Mr. Karl was able to create powerful commitment and keep it over
a long period because the employees of Zoffner Piano believed in
him personally as their natural and inevitable leader. Followers
who understand leadership from the perspective of the first prin-
ciple commit to what they sense as the inner quality, the personal
strength, and the integrity of character of the leader. This can
forge a powerful bond between leader and followers, but, again, it
can also pose a critical limitation—loss of commitment to the
leader personally, for whatever reason, severely undermines lead-
ership itself.
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Because an adaptive challenge is understood here as one requir-
ing a fundamental change in understanding, a shift in values, a sea
change in direction that faces the whole community or organiza-
tion, such a challenge is unlikely to be recognized as a leadership
task from the perspective of the first principle. To the extent that
an adaptive challenge is not recognizable and interpretable in
terms the leader already understands, an adaptive challenge is more
likely to be understood as a cataclysm, an event or circumstance
beyond the control of the leader and thus of the community or
organization. The community or organization as a whole will there-
fore lack the capacity not only to accomplish this task but even to
understand it as a leadership task.

Interpersonal Influence. Direction is understood and approached
from the perspective afforded by the second principle as a nego-
tiated outcome, a vector of differing perspectives resolved in the
vision of the leader—the person who emerges as having the most
influence. This is a marked departure from the way the first prin-
ciple makes sense of direction. The inclusion of perspectives out-
side of the leader’s means that direction is no longer univocal, a
single voice speaking from a single worldview. Instead, the voice is
that of a leader who has taken account of other perspectives in
articulating a perspective for the group. There is still a unity in the
direction, but it is a unity composed of the convergence of parts,
the relativizing of differing perspectives into a whole. The discourse
of science and engineering is strongly invoked from the perspective
of the second principle—direction is a theory of how multiple per-
spectives can be unified by an overarching perspective.

Commitment is created in the second principle through the
negotiation of influence. Participating in this process binds its par-
ticipants to one another because each person stands to gain (al-
though in practice not everyone does, of course) a double payoff—
personal fulfillment and communal or organizational fulfillment.
The second principle makes sense of commitment by enlisting the
self-interest of individuals and linking it to the accomplishment of
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collective work. Commitment from the perspective of the second
principle is not follower to leader only, but also leader to follower and
follower to follower.

The capacity to frame an adaptive challenge—a challenge requir-
ing fundamental transformations in the community or organization—
as a task that can be accomplished by leadership is perhaps the key
achievement of the second principle. Such transformation of a com-
munity or organization becomes at least possible from the perspec-
tive of the second principle. Influence can, after all, be renegotiated,
new patterns of understanding and new leaders can emerge. How-
ever, as we will see in later chapters, it is in attempting to accom-
plish this task in the face of unresolvable difference that the second
principle encounters a key limitation.

Relational Dialogue. The third principle recognizes leadership as
an embracing of differences, an openness to the continuous un-
folding of possibility. Direction is therefore multivalent and holds
differences without resolving them. It is radically open to multiple
interpretations and evaluations and derives its efficacy from this
very openness. Such direction comprises ambiguity, uncertainty,
and multiple meanings. This requires movement away from the
second principle’s reliance on the convergent discourses of science
and engineering and toward the realm of art, where divergent, am-
biguous multiple meanings can be crafted into a sensible, though
unresolved, whole. Setting direction is accomplished through shared
exploration of deliberately polysemous tools such as narrative, sym-
bol, picture, and metaphor.

Commitment is created and maintained through participation
in the shared creation of an unknown future. Whereas in the sec-
ond principle people commit to one another in the expectation of
some personal and communal benefit that is more or less spelled
out, in the third principle people commit to the process of crafting
a future in which individuals have no way of knowing what the per-
sonal outcome will be. Commitment is to transformation toward
an unknown future. Letting go of the self, seeking a completion of
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the self in an unknown-but-shared future shapes commitment in
the third principle. This may seem unlikely at first and against sim-
ple reason with respect to a person’s presumed self-interest. But re-
member that people commit to such unknown potentiality all the
time, when they explore and invent, when they innovate and in-
vest, when they fall in love and marry, bear and raise children. We
have not in the past seen these forms of commitment as aspects of
accomplishing a leadership task. From the perspective of the third
principle, they become recognized as such.

Because the third principle recognizes leadership as the craft-
ing of a sensible but unresolved whole out of differing and even
conflicting worldviews, its capacity for flexibility of understanding
in the face of an adaptive challenge is great. A wide range of pos-
sible interpretations and evaluations of worldviews and paradigms
is available to the community or organization, coupled with modes
of discourse that do not privilege one worldview above another but
seek ways forward while holding difference. From the perspective
of the third principle, accomplishing the leadership task of facing
an adaptive challenge is an ongoing feature of leadership.

Conclusion

I propose that something like these three leadership principles (along
with the related ways of interpreting and approaching the leader-
ship tasks) constitutes the totality of what we think of as leadership
in any complex community or organization. I propose that a sys-
temic view of leadership, that is, a view of leadership as the prop-
erty of a social system, is most usefully framed not in terms of a single
and ultimately unified phenomenon (social influence, for exam-
ple), no matter the degree of complexity in that framing, but in
terms of distinctly and qualitatively differing shared meaning-
making principles.

Table 1.1 summarizes this totality of leadership in terms of the
three principles and the three leadership tasks as I have articu-
lated them.
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I hope this brief preview of the ideas presented in this book has
invited your curiosity and interest. To repeat, the hypothesis is this:
particular thoughts and actions become “leadership” and accom-
plish leadership tasks because of some underlying and organizing
knowledge principle, usually unconsciously held, that affords peo-
ple a sense that those particular words and actions “simply are”
leadership—“I can’t define it, but I know it when I see it.” Differ-
ent people in a community or organization may understand and
recognize leadership from differing perspectives afforded by differ-
ent leadership principles. These people will tend to disagree with
one another not simply on the effectiveness of certain thoughts and
actions as leadership, but on the point of whether those thoughts
and actions constitute leadership at all. They speak different lan-
guages of leadership, in effect. This has critical implications for the
accomplishment of the leadership tasks. If there are people who,
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Table 1.1 Summary of Leadership
Principles and Leadership Tasks

Principles 1. Personal 2. Interpersonal 3. Relational
Tasks Dominance Influence Dialogue

Setting direction Unified, clear Direction is based Direction holds 
direction that is on a negotiation differences and
based in the of differences is multivalent.
worldview of integrated in
the leader. the leader’s

perspective.

Creating Commitment is Commitment is Commitment is
commitment to the leader to the leader’s to the shared

personally. integrating crafting of
vision. possibilities.

Facing adaptive An adaptive An adaptive An adaptive
challenge challenge can be challenge can be challenge can be

faced to the faced through a faced through
extent that the renegotiation of dialogue across
leader is pre- influence. worldviews.
disposed.
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because of the principle from which they view certain thoughts and
actions, do not see leadership happening, then for them the leader-
ship tasks cannot be accomplished—for them direction cannot be
set, they cannot become committed, they cannot face an adaptive
challenge. The purpose of this book is to articulate leadership prin-
ciples in hopes of helping people in communities and organizations
learn to create meaning and accomplish leadership tasks across, not
just within, these knowledge principles. The last chapter deals with
this question of simultaneously “holding” all three leadership prin-
ciples within a single community or organization.

A couple of disclaimers are in order here. First, the leadership
principles are not intended in and of themselves to be recipes for
effective leadership. As I hope is becoming clear, leadership ef-
fectiveness is related more to the sharing of meaning in a commu-
nity than it is to any particular style or approach to leadership.
Thus leadership effectiveness is a matter of developing shared
discourses—shared ways of understanding how the leadership tasks
can be accomplished—and is not primarily a matter of getting lead-
ers to display certain attitudes or act in certain ways.

When I’m talking with people about these ideas, they often ask
me, What does the third principle look like? How would we do this?
My answer is invariably unsatisfying, and for good reason: I don’t
know. But neither do I know with certainty what the first principle
looks like, if we take this to mean that certain words and actions
definitely reflect meanings as constructed in the first principle. This
is something we can never be sure about based on a view from out-
side a community. Only by entering into the community and inquir-
ing into the shared meaning-making languages and processes of the
community can we find the principle. Principles in practice can take
many different forms. I suspect there are forms of the first principle
that might look like consensus and total involvement of followers
by the leader; likewise there may turn out to be forms of the third
principle that look like a dominant leader taking charge. Such forms
are not, at any rate, ruled out by the idea of leadership-constituting
principles.
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Second, I am not claiming that the leadership principles as I
articulate them are empirically verifiable as the real and true prin-
ciples of leadership, or as the only way to articulate leadership
principles. This expression of principles is based in my experience
of talking to managers and executives in organizations about lead-
ership and leadership development, and my reading about the the-
ory of leadership, its practice and development. Inevitably, then,
it is my way of understanding that gives voice to these leadership
principles. On the other hand, I do not believe that my way of
understanding or my voice is unique or idiosyncratic. My under-
standing emerges from my participation in a reality that is the co-
creation of many people who enact leadership, develop leadership,
and think and write about leadership.

Finally, I am not claiming that leadership principles are capa-
ble of being expressed universally to all people at all times—in fact,
I am pretty sure they are not. It would be interesting for someone
from another culture to try to articulate leadership principles in
that context. Would we learn that such principles would not cause
us in our culture to recognize leadership at all? Or would we find
similarities and parallels in how leadership is recognized in differ-
ing cultures?

Looking at the plight of Elena and the people of Zoffner Piano
Company in terms of leadership knowledge principles, I suggest
that one of the things happening at this moment in their history is
that a new principle of leadership is being called forth. Mr. Karl and
the employees for many years made sense of leadership from the
perspective of the first principle. Elena’s feeling that she “is not a
leader” in the same sense as her father initiates her growing recog-
nition that some different principle of leadership will be required
to accomplish the leadership tasks at Zoffner. We will be following
along as she and the employees of the company develop what is for
them a new way to understand leadership, a new principle. As we
will see later on, this is what I am proposing is the foundation for
leadership development at a systemic level in a community or orga-
nization: the emergence of a new leadership principle in response

LEADERSHIP PRINCIPLES AND LEADERSHIP TASKS 29

Drath 1  2/23/01 1:57 PM  Page 29



to encountering limits of an existing principle, followed by the
integration of existing and new principles. But before we go down
that path, let’s look more deeply at the principle that Zoffner Piano
used to accomplish leadership with such great effect for so many
years: the personal dominance principle.
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