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As one of my interviewed leaders said, ‘one of my primary tasks was to teach
my people which different actions we can take, and make them consider the
pros and cons of these actions - we need to continuously make small
adjustments to keep a high performance.’

The leaders also stressed the importance of empowerment, or when “you
teach people how to do it, give them the responsibility and then demand that
they act within that responsibility.” This corresponds with what research says;
that competence, mandate and accountability to act are three key
components in effective empowerment.

There’s no ‘one size fits all’ kind of empowerment

Empowerment doesn’t have to look the same in all contexts. In highly
complex environments, it can develop into distributed leadership, where
expert employees assume responsibility for defining problems and identifying
different solution alternatives, which the leader can only consult on to a
certain degree. This distinction is one of the important contextual differences
that call for different leader behaviour when we talk about showing the way.

In complex settings a leader may not necessarily have the specialist insight
needed to define the problem and possible solutions; however, a leader in a
less complex setting has a higher chance of defining possible solutions and
thus interact with their employees very concretely about the pros and cons of
the options.

So a key driver in choosing the right leader behaviour is the complexity of the
context, the competence level of the employees being led, and the business
purpose:

1. When the business purpose is to optimise an existing operation rather
than innovating or finding new ways of working, leaders can drive
continuous improvement by experimenting with small changes,
facilitating learning from the actions taken and then converting them
into changes to the standard operating procedures

2. In complex business environments where highly competent employees
are working towards the introduction of new services, products or
processes, the leader has to facilitate learning in a different manner. A
coaching approach is needed where different potential solutions to
inherently blurry problems are explored by combining the expert input
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from employees, with the leader utilising a higher degree of distributed
leadership.

www.ircsearchpartners.com Globally Connected - Locally Committed


https://www.ircsearchpartners.com

	Why literally ‘showing the way’ might not be the most effective way to lead

