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A four-year, international research project1

during which George Binney, Gerhard Wilke and
I lived alongside leaders and their organisations
culminated in the publication of our book, Living
Leadership, a practical guide for ordinary heroes.

We found that many people take for granted
that the job of leaders is to transform
organisations. After 20 years of “propaganda”,
mainly from US business schools, many believe
that a leader must be a visionary hero who
inspires and aligns others to follow. 

When you live with leaders and followers day to
day, you see the damage this heroic ideal can do.
Living Leadership offers our view of the reality
of leadership, what works and what doesn’t. 

For some people, leadership is seen as something
you are born with. It is often associated with
those who have charisma – an almost magical
ability to persuade and inspire others. You
either have it or you don’t. It’s not something
you can develop.

We disagree. We found three critical elements
in effective leadership.

1. Leading happens between people in a
particular moment or situation. Leadership is
a social process – the result of interactions
between and within individuals and groups.
To be effective, leaders have to connect with
the people around them; it is the quality of
the relationships between those designated
to lead and those who depend on it that is
the vital ingredient. 

2. Leading is shaped by context. The social and
political environment, the business situation
and the culture of an organisation shape the
type of leadership that is given. Successful
leadership is a living thing. It cannot be
bottled and reduced to a simple formula.
What constitutes leadership is subtle and
situational. Because context is so important,
what works in one moment with one group
of people does not work with another.

3. People are most effective when they bring
themselves to leading by coming across to
others as real people, real flesh and blood, and
not wearing some sort of mask of pretence.
They draw on all their humanity, their
intelligence, their emotions and their intuition.
They remember what they know from all
their life experiences and make use of them
in the world of work. There isn’t a particular
type of leader – directive or consultative,
outgoing or introverted, visionary or practical
– who is more successful than others. Many
different styles of leadership are effective.

Leaders are sometimes so burdened with
unreal expectations of what they ought to 
be as leaders. It’s the imperfections that make
leaders valuable; leaders command respect
because they are real: passionate, hard-working
and committed, but not perfect. 

Leadership in our research was not about knowing
the answer and inspiring others to follow. It
was about the capacity to release the collective
intelligence and insight of groups and organisations,
helping people to find their own answers.

Many people can and need to be leaders and not
just the few. Modern organisations need the many
to lead at different times and in different ways.

Leaders and those around them need to ‘get
connected’, to ensure sufficient openness and
trust, respect, shared values and perspectives 
to enable effective joint working, and enough
conflict to widen and deepen the exchanges
and make real trust possible. 

They need to ‘get real’, learning to work with
the relationships, connections, culture and
business and social environment that exist.
They also need to know themselves, be
prepared to get help, and make the best of
their own resources and skills. 

Charisma can be a wonderful thing, but it is
character that is an essential ingredient of
leadership. Effective leaders are not necessarily
colourful or outgoing, but they are people of
substance, who have a moral strength, with
views, opinions, feelings and beliefs that do 
not change from moment to moment. 

What is needed is a realistic, down-to-earth 
rethinking of what leaders can and should do: a
willingness to say out loud what people already
know at some level. If organisations and their
magic are to be maintained, they need ordinary
heroes with character and integrity who can
serve as role models. 

Living leadership: 
exploding the myth  Colin Williams
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Leader as musician

A ‘living leader’ exists with others: he is in 
tune, playing in the same key, within the 
same overall structure. He is giving and taking
energy from others, helping and being helped
simultaneously. He has an understanding of
harmony (and dissonance) and yet is not
constrained by a score or script.

He is ordinary and extra-ordinary. Sometimes he
‘plays a solo’ that is inspiring, uplifting, hugely
rewarding and personally exhausting – and it
makes or breaks the overall performance. Most
of the time he is ‘pumping chords’ quietly in
the background to keep the rhythm steady. Like
the jazz musician he has worked hard, for years,
to acquire a range of basic skills, practising and
polishing them regularly, yet nothing exists to
tell him exactly what to do at a given moment.
That requires intuition, adaptability, an
understanding of the context, a range of possible
options to draw from, a feeling for what others
need from him, a generosity of spirit to give it
and the courage to put himself ‘on the line’.

An extract from Living Leadership

Colin Williams is an independent consultant
specialising in leadership development. He has
worked with Ashridge for over 20 years in a
variety of management, consulting and teaching
roles. With over ten years’ international
experience managing operations in the service
sector, he completed an MBA at the City
University Business School in London in 1987.
Living Leadership: a practical guide for ordinary
heroes, published by Financial Times/Pitman, 
is available from online and other booksellers.

1 The research team of 12 people was sponsored by Ashridge 
in the UK and HEC in France. A research report “Leaders in
Transition” was published by Ashridge in 2004

In its e-Strategy document, Harnessing
Technology: Transforming learning and
children’s services, published in March 2005,
the DfES sets out its approach to embracing 
the use of digital technology in the education
sector. Amongst the priorities identified
specifically for the post-16 sector are:

Ensuring that leaders are equipped to lead
the adoption and effective use of ICT
Supporting leadership collaboration on 
the strategic role of e-learning
Ensuring that work-based learning (WBL)
and Adult and Community Learning (ACL) is
not disadvantaged by comparison with
institution-based learning

Helen Caskie is responsible for CEL’s ILT strategy,
which aims to improve leadership understanding
and skills to harness the transformative potential
of e-learning1 and ILT2. “There is no longer any
question about whether providers should
embrace technology,” she says, “but when
they should, and how. Because this is a living,
emergent strategy, we will publish updated
versions of Leadership and e-learning each year.”

According to Helen, ILT has the most impact
when it is being used throughout the organisation.
“Leaders have to make the judgment about
when to invest in infrastructure, materials and
staff development; early adopters tend to take
all the risk, going out on a limb and discovering
that a certain critical mass is needed to make
their investment pay,” she says. “Late adopters,
on the other hand, miss out on gaining valuable
learning experiences.”

The other challenge is to overcome fear and
cynicism. “In the ‘doubters’ camp are people
who fear technology,” says Helen, “and are
hampered by their lack of IT skills. They need

help to catch up, without being exposed.
‘Critical believers’, on the other hand, are
technologically competent, but don’t believe in
the razzmatazz. In a third category are those
‘enthusiasts’ who have embraced the technology
very well but cannot understand the difficulties
faced by other people, and tend to make them
feel stupid and inadequate, rather than helping
them move forward.”

In support of the Government’s post-16 e-learning
strategy, CEL offers three programmes: ConnecT,
eQuIP and eXplorer.

ConnecT is designed to enable senior managers
and leaders in WBL provision to develop and
implement ILT strategies. 

Research undertaken by the Learning and 
Skills Development Agency (LSDA) for CEL had
indicated that 78 per cent of WBL providers 
did not have ILT strategies in place, and that 
75 per cent of providers wanted to participate
in specific training and development
programmes. In response to these findings, the
National Learning and Skills Council (NLSC) has
provided funding for the development and
delivery of ConnecT, so there is no charge to
LSC-funded providers for this programme. 

So far, four groups have started the three-module
programme, and participants have been very
positive. “The ConnecT pilot programme was
very informative; it gave excellent ideas on
things to progress and develop in our own
company,” says one of the delegates. 

eQuIP is a flexible blended learning programme
for FE college leadership teams in the strategic
leadership of ILT and e-learning. It was designed
in accordance with the e-leadership Standards
originally developed by Fento (before it was 

subsumed into the UK Lifelong Learning Sector
Skills Council) in partnership with LSDA. It focuses
on two areas of particular relevance to strategic
leadership: to create a culture that encourages
innovation in ILT, and to lead the creation of the
organisation’s ILT vision, strategy and objectives.

Fees for the facilitator training and resource
pack are included within the eQuIP project, so
there is no charge to the provider organisation,
although commitment to the course is required.
Feedback from several courses hosted around
the country so far has been very positive, with
one participant describing it as “A highly useful
and informative day that provided lots of
material and ideas to help develop and move
our e-learning strategy forward.”

eXplorer is a blended learning programme
designed to develop a culture of innovation in
the strategic leadership of ILT and to support
the leadership of change in an evolving and
uncertain environment. Complementing eQuIP,
it encourages leaders to explore change in an
ILT context and develop effective approaches to
influencing and leading change. Participants
are supported by workshops, resources, action
learning sets and online support. By completing
additional modules, they can choose to extend
the programme to include accreditation at
Masters level.

1 E-learning is learning supported or enhanced through the
application of information and communications technology (ICT).

2 ILT, or Information and Learning Technologies, is the term used 
in FE to refer to the use of ICT to support the core business of
provider organisations: the delivery and management of learning.

Harnessing the transformative 
potential of e-learning and ILT
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Transformative

Embedded

Innovative

SMT delegates any decisions relating to ILT to individuals 
who can experiment freely

SMT encourages and supports a coordinated approach to ILT

SMT creates an environment in which staff are encouraged 
to use ILT confidently and widely

SMT ensures that ILT is used across the organisation within 
the curriculum as well as for business purposes

SMT has strategic commitment to the integration of ILT within
every aspect of the organisation and for external links

eQuiP

eXplorer

ConnecT Niace programme

ConnecT 2 
(under development)
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