ORGANISATIONAL LEADERSHIP
(sometimes called systemic leadership)

Managing leadership as a key organisation resource

PEOPLE SAY
“Only individuals can lead. The system can’t lead.”

“The system can’t stop you. People are responsible for the system.”

“The organisation is simply the people who work in it.”

“You can develop leaders. You can’t develop a system.”

WHAT’S THE ANSWER?

Beliefs

Systems basics
1. The whole system is simply a high level of complete organisation viewed in a particular ‘systems thinking’ way. It is a way of understanding, analysing and talking about the design and construction of the organisation as an integrated, complex composition of many interconnected systems (human and non-human) that need to work together for the whole to function successfully.
2. Systems thinking is a management discipline that concerns an understanding of a system by examining the linkages and interactions between the elements that comprise the entirety of that defined system.
3. Whole systems are composed of systems, the basic unit, which comprise several entities (e.g. policies, processes, practices and people) and can often be broken down into further sub-systems. 

4. Systems may be thought about as having clear external boundaries (closed) or having links with their environment (open) – more common and realistic.

5. The boundaries of a whole system may be chosen and defined at various levels for the particular purpose under consideration or analysis; e.g. the education system, or a complete school system. 

6. Similarly, individual systems can be chosen and defined at different levels and can operate alongside each other as well as hierarchically; e.g. the finance system, the reporting system, the accountability system.
7. An organisation as an entity can suffer systemic failure. This can occur in a high-level system, or whole system, where there is a failure between the system elements that together are designed to deliver overall success. Factors may include confused goals, weak system-wide understanding, flawed design, strong individual incentives, inadequate feedback, poor cooperation, lack of accountability, etc.
8. Whole system success requires a performance management system that is pitched above the level of individual systems and their functional leadership. Features may include group (or team) goal-setting, development, incentives, communication, reviews, rewards, accountability. The aim is to focus on what binds individual leaders together and what binds systems together, not individual competence. Accountability may be pitched both at the level of the leaders acting as a collective, and at the level of an individual for the system’s viability and success. 
9. Whole system failure may co-exist with functional success. The leadership of silos may individually be successful but not be sufficiently integrated into the whole system owing to a shortcoming of systems design and management.

10. A whole system can succeed only through leaders collaborating in and across a number of functional systems and sub-systems. The whole system can fail only if leadership at a high level (where systems come together) fails, and where several senior managers are involved. Hence, such failure may be labelled a systemic failure of leadership.

11. In cases of systemic failure, individual leaders who operate at a lower sub-system level may be free of blame. They may argue (correctly) that it was the wider system that failed. They may claim that particular systems that integrate with their own work let them down. However, responsibility and accountability for the successful design and running of the (integrated) ‘whole system’ should rest somewhere.

12. Understanding and anticipating how the whole system is intended to work, actually works, and how it may crack under pressure, can practically elude and defeat most leaders. To avoid censure for what admittedly is a tough challenge, they sometimes seek recourse to the mantra “lessons will be learned” (but often are not).

13. The leadership challenge is accentuated by the realisation that for every legitimate system there is a shadow system. The shadow system is where all the non-rational issues reside; e.g. friendships, politics, trust, hopes, ambitions, greed, favours, power struggles, etc.
Leadership reputation
14. An individual can have a reputation for being a leader. This is leadership in the organisation.
15. A business can have a reputation as a leader – as brand, market or sector leader. This is leadership by the organisation.
16. A business/organisation can have a reputation for being well led. This is leadership of the organisation.
17. A business/organisation can have a reputation for giving a lead (e.g. in practising diversity).
18. A business/organisation/system requires and facilitates leadership.
19. It is less easy and less familiar to speak of the system as being a leader, or having or giving leadership.
People’s influence
20. Individual leaders and leadership teams have an impact on how well the organisation is led.
21. Individuals may make their impact acting alone and when acting in teams (including leadership teams of peers).

22. Other people (as followers) can have an impact (positive or negative) on how well the organisation is led.
Improving leadership
23. Leadership can be improved at three levels: individual, team/collective, and organisational/system. Arguably, there is a fourth level, the business entity that is the outward-facing manifestation of the organisation that supports it (as in point 15).
24. People’s individual and collective contribution to how well the organisation is led is amenable to improvement through management action from above, through management development (e.g. coaching, 360 degree feedback) and various other HR interventions (e.g. incentives, job change).
25. The system’s contribution to how well the organisation is led, and how well it supports individual leaders and teams, is amenable to improvement through organisation development methods. In contrast to management development, OD means that people are involved in diagnosing, recommending and improving how the system makes its contribution to leadership. While the system cannot be developed to ‘lead’ as such, it can be improved to be more supportive of people’s individual and collective leadership, and less vulnerable to systemic weakness and failure.

26. The system can be directly acted upon to improve the business’s reputation as a leader (e.g. introducing environmental policies).
27. Likewise, components of the system (e.g. HR policies and processes) can be directly acted upon (by the professionals responsible for them) to improve and make them more supportive of people’s leadership. 
28. A leadership intervention at the organisational/system level can be undertaken in a way that is itself personally developmental, and also so that it drives and determines subsequent individual and team-level improvement, and integrates with these levels.
The system’s power
29. The organisation is more than the people who (currently) work in it. Aside from business elements such as brand reputation, customers, products, services, assets and shareholders, the organisation includes values, structure, processes, rules, supervision, etc.
30. When managers complain about the system, they cannot be told to change it on the basis that “you are the organisation”. Telling individual managers that the system is ‘theirs’ (to change) doesn’t work. Individuals cannot successfully take action without strong and well-organised systematic (not systemic) backing. The status quo exerts a powerful force, especially where systems are deeply embedded into the culture and long-established norms.
31. A critical mass of individual managers is not the answer; they don’t meet, don’t know each other, don’t share the same aims, normally compete, lack a structure, have no collective authority, and lack a practical means of being held accountable.
32. The way the organisation operates as a system has an influence on (i) how people lead (whether they are acting as individuals or in leadership teams), and on (ii) how well the organisation as a whole is led.
33. At higher levels the system influences the practice of leadership through elements such as its purpose, goals, targets, remuneration, values, policies. At lower levels its influence takes place via processes, rules, protocol, bureaucracy, etc.
34. The system’s influence can be both positive (facilitative; e.g. giving spending authority) and negative (e.g. imposing bureaucratic obstacles).
Leadership Culture
35. Every organisation has its own leadership culture (‘the way leadership is round here’).
36. The leadership culture will always contain scope for improvement – not least because the forces of entropy are continually eroding an ordered state; so decline is inevitable and leads to a need to refresh from time to time.
37. The business’s changing external environment will also hold implications for where leadership action needs to be refocused (e.g. on more partnership working) and will point to changes in the leadership culture that will better suit the future.
38. The organisation’s internal environment (what surrounds its people) will also contain messages for improving the leadership culture.
39. Significant numbers of managers can be involved in keeping abreast of the required changes and helping to implement them.
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