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The needs of a business should drive its leadership. 

 
Few people would argue with the statement above.  Yet the business needs of an organization are 
rarely the driving factor in its leadership development efforts.  More often, leadership 
development is driven either by a model of leadership traits or styles, or by a model of what 
“master” leaders do.  Seldom is it grounded in the business environment in which leaders find 
themselves, and the business issues which face them. 
 
Our experience suggests that the most effective leadership development is based on just such an 
approach — one in which business issues are a key determinant of the effort.  
 
While most organizations have much in common, each is unique in some ways.  For example, 
each organization has a unique history, environment, and set of operating principles, and each 
faces a unique set of business issues and needs.  Each organization must also accomplish a set of 
functions in common with others. For example, it must market, sell, and deliver its products and 
services; monitor and manage its processes; compensate its employees. 
 
Organizations typically recognize, and address, this mix of commonality and uniqueness in their 
marketing efforts, their information systems, their compensation and benefit plans and a 
multitude of other ways.  In each of these areas, decisions are made by taking into account both 
broadly-applicable general principles and the specific needs of the business.   Yet we often treat 
leadership differently, looking for the ‘best’ approach independent of the needs of a specific 
organization. 
 
Bennis and Nanus (1985) have this to say about leadership:  "Decades of academic analysis have 
given us more than 350 definitions of leadership.  Literally thousands of empirical investigations 
of leaders have been conducted in the last seventy-five years alone, but no clear and unequivocal 
understanding exists as to what distinguishes leaders from non-leaders, and perhaps more 
important, what distinguishes effective leaders from ineffective leaders."
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The purpose of a performance-based analysis is to address that issue — to find a meaningful way 

to distinguish between effective and ineffective leaders in terms of what they cause to be 

accomplished.   

 

One of the longstanding difficulties that people have encountered in working with leadership lies 

in the wide variety of situations one may encounter, and the correspondingly wide range of 

behaviors that might be useful or appropriate in those situations. 

 

We began our research into leadership more than 25 years ago at the U.S. Naval Academy as 

part of a three-year development program for naval leadership.  We found that the "master 

performer" approach — looking at the behaviors of highly successful admirals — created some 
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difficulty in distinguishing factors that were linked to promotion through the ranks from factors 

that were linked to the effectiveness of the groups they led. 

 

These initial research efforts were extended through a large-scale study conducted for the U.S. 

Army on leaders among the ranks of noncommissioned officers, which took a much more 

detailed look at leader-follower interactions, not just at the leader.  

 
The result of these experiences was the realization that to be most useful, a model of leadership 
must be organized around leadership purposes that reflect the performance needs of followers 
and the business needs of the organization.  For the past 20 years we have been applying such a 
purpose-driven model in a wide variety of organizations, and have continued to refine it both 
through our own applied research as well as a continuing review of leadership studies in the 
literature. 

 
 
LEADERSHIP THAT TARGETS BUSINESS NEEDS 
 
We propose that a reasonable way to resolve the difficulty identified by Bennis and Nanus — the 
lack of clear agreement as to what constitutes effective leadership — is to use a targeted 
approach to leadership development.  Targeted leadership begins with the business needs of the 
organization, rather than with a search for the leader as a ‘man (or woman) for all seasons.’ 
 
Focusing on the results of leadership helps sort out those habits and behaviors that genuinely 
contribute to the effective leadership of a group from those that are irrelevant to leadership, or 
that characterize any successful person — not just leaders. 
 
Development of a targeted leadership model begins by examining the key business needs of an 
organization and how they are affected by its leadership practices.  “Best practices” are then 
identified which will help the organization’s leaders and managers effectively meet those needs.   
 
Identification of business needs begins with the organization’s statement of its strategy and 
goals.  Other sources include information about the competitive environment, technology, 
customer satisfaction and retention.  Internal structure and working relationships are also 
reviewed. 
 
The foundation for selection of relevant leadership practices is an extensive ‘bank’ of practices, 
organized around leadership principles, that we have developed over the years through both 
applied research and reviews of the literature.    
 
Though we have used several methods to arrive at a set of leadership practices for a particular 
organization, all include substantial participation by the organization’s managers.  In addition to   
the obvious immediate benefits provided by the managers’ knowledge and information, this 
approach has several longer-term benefits: 
 
• The clear link to business needs reduces or eliminates suspicion that the  leadership 

model is simply a ‘flavor of the month’ phenomenon.  It also makes it clear that 
leadership development is seen as an organizational responsibility, not solely a matter of 
personal growth. 
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• Management commitment to the leadership principles and practices is built through the 

process of participating in their selection. 
 
• The process brings managers together in discussions about the business and its leadership 

in a way that strengthens both their understanding of issues, and their ability to work 
together as a management team. 

 

Examples of Targeted Leadership 
 

Below is a list of leadership principles used by a number of organizations, to provide a flavor of 

the kinds of leadership models that can result from a targeted approach to leadership. 

 

Automobile manufacturer 
• Empowering the team 

• Ensuring competitiveness 

• Building trust 

• Taking responsibility 

 

 

 

Software development company 
• Openness 

• Respect 

• Trust 

• Initiative 

• Integrity 

 

 

Defense contractor 
• Providing direction 

• Encouraging initiative 

• Modeling excellence 

• Trust 

• Teamwork 

• Respect 

 

Airline 
• Respect 

• Responsibility 

• Learning/improvement 

• Direction 

• Motivation 

• Teamwork 

 

Service company 
• Providing motivation and guidance 

• Providing care and support 

• Building trust 

• Promoting achievement 
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CLARIFYING LEADERSHIP PRINCIPLES 
 

Although these principles, by themselves, tend to look like soft, fuzzy “motherhood” statements, 

an organization can make them “hard” by defining each in terms of specific behavioral practices.  

The first step in clarifying the principles is to define them in terms of what they might mean in 

practice, in a business setting.  Often, principles have somewhat different meanings in a business 

environment than in a personal or therapeutic environment.  The term ‘trust,’ which appears 

frequently in the lists above, provides an example.  In personal relationships, it may mean that 

we can count on someone to care for, or support us — and/or to avoid hurting or betraying us.  In 

a business setting, trust is more likely to mean being able to count on someone’s information, 

judgment, and follow-through on commitments.  The ‘business’ definition is not incompatible 

with the ‘personal’ definition; it simply emphasizes a different aspect of the concept that is more 

relevant to the business environment. 

 

Such a definition makes it possible to select behavioral practices that represent the principle of 

trust for a given organization, as in the example below.   

 

TRUST: Counting On Each Other:  Behaving in a way that builds trust between oneself 

and others.  

 

•  Make only those commitments you honestly expects to be able to meet; genuinely 

try to deliver as promised. 

     

•  Provide and accept information and advice readily, without "hidden motives." 

 

•  Take a broad range of factors into consideration when making decisions; be open 

about reasons for decisions. 

 

•  Make sure information provided is reliable and timely.  

 

•  If commitments must be changed, discuss it first with the other party. 

 

 

TARGETED LEADERSHIP: A CASE EXAMPLE 
 

British Airways provides an excellent example of the potential impact of Targeted Leadership.  

In 1983, British Airways’ CEO Colin Marshall initiated a company-wide event for all employees 

to kick-start a “customer revolution.”  The program, called “Putting People First,” was designed 

to focus people on providing effective customer service.  This effort had some initial success; it 

provided a picture of a new way of conceiving of the business, and convinced most people that 

serving customers was indeed viewed as key to the airline’s success. But this conviction did not 

result in the hoped-for revolution.  Old habits and the pressures of getting aircraft away on time 

overwhelmed even the best of intentions.   

 

British Airways soon realized that it could not afford to leave managers to figure out how to 

make the change by themselves.  Even those managers who were already sympathetic to a 
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customer focus, either by personal preference or because they could see the business rationale for 

it, did not know how to make it happen.  They realized that it was necessary to fundamentally 

change the way they managed the business and to establish a new way of leading the company 

— but few had the experience to make those changes, and they did not have the luxury of taking 

their time to figure it out.  The British government was clearly moving toward privatization 

within a few years, and at the time was heavily subsidized.  

 

The first task was to clearly demonstrate to the organization’s managers that people could 

significantly change the way they managed to improve customer service.  A pilot program was 

developed for management personnel from the Heathrow terminals.  It worked; managers were 

able to make dramatic shifts in how they perceived the job, and how they worked with their 

people to achieve better customer service.   

 

This success encouraged British Airways to implement a broad scale leadership development 

program for all managers in all departments.  This program was called “Managing People First.”  

It included training, multi-source feedback, active senior management participation, support 

teams, and a linked performance appraisal system.  More than 5,000 managers participated in the 

effort.   

 

The effect of this program on the organization was fairly immediate.  In fact, BA became 

profitable before it was actually privatized.  While cost savings from a re-organization and 

downsizing contributed to this, BA’s CEO cited new leadership focused on service as a key 

factor in better customer retention and significantly higher revenues.   

 

 

GETTING THE BALANCE RIGHT 
 

Clarifying an organization’s business situation allows it to ‘target’ its leadership development by 

emphasizing the leadership principles that are most relevant to its environment and business 

needs.  In selecting the behavioral practices that will represent those principles, decision-makers 

should also consider the need for balance between the two different ways in which leaders 

contribute to the success of the organization. 

 

To illustrate, it will be helpful to distinguish between two general uses of the terms ‘leader’ and 

‘leadership,’ exemplified by the statements below:   

 

“She is a leader in the field of corporate finance.” 

“Under his leadership that group has become a significant profit center.” 

 

In everyday speech, we regularly use the term “leader” in those two very different ways.  The 

first example refers to the leader as outstanding performer; it focuses on his or her personal 

accomplishments.  The second example refers to the leader as an influencer of others; it focuses 

on the accomplishments of the group.   

 

These views of leadership are not equivalent.  Great players may make mediocre or poor 

coaches, and vice versa.  Failure to clearly make the distinction between leader as outstanding 
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performer and leader as influencer of others sometimes leads to confusion in leadership 

development efforts.  To highlight the distinction here, we will use the term “star” to mean a 

leader in the sense of outstanding performer, and  the term “influencer” to refer to the ability to 

effectively influence the performance of others. 

 

Stephen Covey’s approach provides an example of the star view of leadership.  His “seven habits 

of successful people” apply equally well to good managers or good plumbers.  In fact, they are 

appropriate for anyone who wants to become an outstanding performer in his or her field of 

endeavor.  Demonstrating those habits might or might not help you lead/influence a team to 

achieve results — though if you’re already good at it, they should help you get better.  

 

Many leadership models confuse the two views, by mixing principles or behaviors that 

contribute to being a star performer with those that contribute to an ability to influence others — 

often with an emphasis on the “star performer” behaviors.   

 

One simple test of whether a leadership practice is linked primarily to being a star or an 

influencer is to ask the question, “Could I do this without any followers?”   For example, 

Covey’s seven habits can be practiced alone by a manager with no direct reports.  You don’t 

need a team to make them happen.  And many instruments that purport to measure leadership 

contain a high percentage of items that support the star as opposed to the influence view of 

leadership. 

 

Organizations do indeed need people who demonstrate outstanding personal accomplishment.  

And if this is the most pressing need, the organization should perhaps emphasize “star” practices 

in its developmental efforts.  But most organizations need leaders who can influence others more 

broadly than through serving as a model of outstanding performance.  For these companies, the 

influence view of leadership has the greatest potential for producing a significant return on the 

investment the company makes in leadership development.  That is our preferred definition:  

Leadership is influencing others to take purposeful action. 

 

 

A GENERAL MODEL OF PERFORMANCE-BASED LEADERSHIP: 

Leadership Purposes Common to Most Organizations 
 

Organizations are complex systems for getting work done.  The purposes of leadership, then, are 

to ensure that the key needs of the system — that is, people's key work-related needs — are 

provided for.  There are three basic needs common to such diverse groups as a primitive tribe of 

hunter-gatherers, a basketball team, the executive committee of a corporation, or even a mob 

storming the Bastille:   

 

The first need is for a common direction —  for example, "bring in the harvest," "make the 

financial goal," "free the prisoners."   

 

The second need is for motivation — for a reason to work together toward that direction.  

Otherwise, individuals may fall away from the group, or meet their own needs, at the expense of 

the group's.  The executive committee will be ineffective if its members are concerned solely 
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with their own personal advancement; the tribe of hunter-gatherers may starve if individuals eat 

all the berries they find without saving or sharing.   

 

The third need is for some kind of guidance — both individuals and teams need to know 

whether or not they are on track, and what they can do about it.  The mob storming the Bastille 

will be helped by knowing where the gates are unguarded; the basketball player will be helped 

by advice on how to get open. 

 

When one person provides for most of these needs, that person is usually called the leader.  Thus, 

the core purposes of leadership are these: 

 

• Direction:  People need to know where they're going:  when they are clear about their 

mission and goals they can spend most of their time on tasks and 

behaviors directly related to the achievement of those goals.  The leader's 

purpose is to clarify the goals or the vision.  

 

• Motivation: People need reasons for taking action:  they need to find the work 

rewarding; to know the purpose of their work and believe it can be 

realized.  The leader’s purpose is to ensure sufficient "energy" in the group 

to take productive action.   

 

• Guidance: People need to know how they're doing and what to change:  they need 

information to know if they are still heading in the right direction; and, if 

not, how to get back on track.  Leaders do this by providing feedback, 

coaching, and by acting as models. 

 

These three purposes are grounded in systems theory and psychology.  Basic to all living 

organisms is the need for a signal for action, some kind of reward or reason for taking action, and 

ongoing feedback to guide behavior. 

 

 

LEADERSHIP STRATEGIES 

 

There are two generic strategies a leader can take in relation to strengthening or maintaining the 

performance of a group:  

• Take what exists and make it work to its fullest capacity 

• Change what exists to make it work better 

 

The first is a "master mechanic" approach.  Mechanics do not redesign a car; they tune it, clean 

it, and supply it with the best parts and fuel to make it work to its fullest potential.  The second is 

a "master inventor" approach.  Inventors are likely to dispense with the existing order and design 

something new.  The "inventor" approach is clearly riskier but can be well worth the risk, 

especially in changing circumstances. 

 

Both strategies are legitimate, depending on circumstances, and they are not incompatible.  For 

example, while making something work better, people often find ways to change it.  While trying 
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to redesign something, people may find a way to improve the original item.  Leaders may operate 

in either or both of these modes.  We call the first strategy high performance leadership and the 

second change leadership. 

 

Other writers (e.g., Burns, 1978; Zaleznik, 1992) make a similar distinction between leadership 

strategies, though they have emphasized process, rather than purpose.  Burns, (1978) for 

example, labels these approaches as "transactional" and "transformational."  He considers the 

transactional approach (make the best of what you have) as characteristic of management, and 

the transformational approach (change it) as the key to leadership. 

 

The authors prefer to avoid this kind of leader-manager distinction, for two reasons.  First, it 

suggests that leadership consists only in changing what exists, which limits the applicability of 

the concept.  Second, creating a sharp contrast between "leaders" and "managers" may suggest 

that one cannot be both, and often leads people to consider one better than the other.  For 

example, Bennis (1990) makes a sharp distinction between leaders (transformational) and 

managers (transactional) using exclusively positive terms to describe leaders and frequent 

negative terms to describe managers.   

 

The effect of such distinctions is to suggest that "leaders" are much more valuable than mere 

"managers."  In fact, organizations need both.  Leaders/managers who focus only on getting 

ready for the future may find that their organizations do not survive to reach that future.  

Leaders/managers who focus only on getting the best performance in the present may find that 

they are unable to survive under future conditions.  The 'best' approach is the one that best meets 

the organization's needs.   

 

A performance-based approach to leadership assumes that, given the right circumstances and 

support, people can usually learn the behavior of either performance leadership or change 

leadership or both.  To assume otherwise is to place inappropriate limits on people and their 

capacity to perform.  Kotter (1990) takes a similar position.  Figure 1 on the following page 

provides examples of how the behavior of leaders might differ depending on whether their 

purpose is maintaining and improving performance or creating change. 
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Figure 1.  Sample Leadership Behaviors 
 

Leadership for the purpose of  performance 

emphasizes these kinds of behaviors  
Leadership for the purpose of change 

emphasizes these kinds of behaviors  

• Setting clear, measurable objectives 

 

• Setting performance standards 

 

• Establishing procedures and systems to 

support doing the work 

 

• Dealing with existing systems in a 

practical, realistic way 

 

• Getting the work done 

 

• Making use of knowledge gained from 

experience 

• Communicating high expectations 

 

• Living up to potential 

 

• Establishing principles to guide priorities 

and decision-making 

 

• Looking for opportunities to do things 

better 

 

• Getting ready for the future 

 

• Taking new and different perspectives 

 

• Communicating a picture of the future 

 

 
Nothing about these lists requires different types of people.  It is quite possible for one person to 

perform both kinds of actions — in some cases, simultaneously.  For example, leaders could 

readily communicate high expectations (change purpose) while setting objectives (performance 

purpose).  Thus the leader’s knowledge of purpose, rather than his or her psychological makeup, 

becomes the driving factor in choosing how to behave. 

 

When we look at the implications of the high performance and change strategies for the behavior 

of leaders, we see that they do not affect the need to perform the purposes of direction, 

motivation, and guidance.  The difference lies primarily in the form of behavior used to 

accomplish each purpose.   

 

Figure 2 on the following page illustrates the relationship between leadership strategies and 

purposes. 
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Figure 2.  Leadership Strategies and Purposes 
 

     LEADERSHIP STRATEGIES 

LEADERSHIP 

PURPOSES 

High 

Performance 

(Transactional) 

 

Change 

(Transformational) 

DIRECTION 

 

 

 

Goals and Objectives Vision and Values 

MOTIVATION 
Recognition and Rewards Expectations 

GUIDANCE 
Coaching/Feedback Modeling 

 
Though a performance-based description of leadership differs from that found in much literature 
on leadership, it is not incompatible with it.  Bennis and Nanus (1985), for example, describe 
leadership in terms of four "strategies," five key leadership skills, and their effect on followers 
(empowerment) — but most of the content of their description is readily encompassed within the 
three purposes of performance-based leadership.  Below are sample practices relevant to 
leadership purposes, showing examples of different purposes and of both leadership strategies. 

 

Figure 3.  Sample Leadership Behaviors 
 

 Direction Motivation Guidance 

Performance 
Leadership 
(Using a transactional 
strategy/process) 

Effectively translates 
company strategy into 
projects and/or job 
assignments. 
 
Makes sure people are 
clear about what is 
expected of them. 
 

Lets people know that 
their efforts are important. 
 
Makes a point of telling 
others about the good 
work done by the team. 

Is readily accessible to 
people seeking guidance. 
 
Gives feedback by 
focusing more on how to 
avoid problems in the 
future than on assigning 
blame. 

Change Leadership 
(Using a 
transformational 
strategy/process) 

Keeps people informed of 
the "big picture." 
 
Anticipates what the 
future could hold and how 
the team could take 
advantage of it. 
 

Behaves as though 
expecting others to do 
things well. 
 
Links individual and team 
efforts to the overall 
success of the 
organization. 

Behaves in accordance 
with the group’s stated 
principles. 
 
Consistently asks "what 
can we learn?" when 
things do not go as 
expected. 

 

 

RETURN ON INVESTMENT IN LEADERSHIP 
 

Almost everyone would agree that leadership affects a company’s bottom line — whether for 

good or ill.  From a business standpoint, any leadership/management development activity 
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should stand or fall on the basis of the return it provides. Despite this, companies often view 

leadership as a ‘nice to have’ rather than a critical factor that contributes to the success of their business. 

 

This may stem in part from the failure of many leadership development efforts to explicitly deal 

with bottom-line issues.  For example, style- or trait-based programs often focus on individuals, 

rather than on the needs of the business and the manager’s performance in leading the 

organization.   

 

From the organization’s point of view then, leadership should be defined not in terms of what 

leaders do or what they’re like but what they cause to happen.  Only if leaders get results that 

impact the business can a leadership development effort provide a return.  

 

 

SUMMARY 
 

The past 15 years have seen many ‘revolutions’ designed to create more competitive 

organizations:  they include service excellence, total quality management, re-engineering, and a 

host of others.  Perhaps we’re ready for what may be the most significant of all:  promoting 

effective leadership at all levels in an organization.  

 

The most effective leadership model for an organization should reflect both its uniqueness and its 

commonality.  While all leaders must accomplish the same fundamental purposes, the way in 

which they do so must reflect the people they work with and the organizational environment in 

which they work.  The object of targeted leadership, then is to develop an approach that reflects 

both the purposes and practices of successful leaders and the unique needs and business 

environment of the organization. 

 

One of the most important benefits of establishing a targeted leadership model is the alignment 

of leaders in the organization around a shared set of principles which is linked to business needs 

and strategy.  The process of establishing the model is  

valuable in itself, since it actively involves the organization’s management in a process that 

strengthens their understanding of, and commitment to, a set of leadership principles — as well 

as their ability to work effectively as a management team. 

 

The resulting set of leadership principles and practices should be designed to help the 

organization meet the needs of today and the challenges of tomorrow.  A targeted leadership 

model can serve as a guide for other managers in the organization, as well  

as a base for developmental efforts to increase the overall level of the organization’s leadership 

and management competence. 

 

One of the major benefits of Targeted Leadership is that it builds on the experience of the past to 

provide a new look at management development which is more consistent with the demands of 

the business environment.  A targeted approach to leadership says to managers:  “These are the 

practices that will help us meet the needs of our business.  Therefore . . . 

• improvement in these practices is a management responsibility, not just a matter of 

personal growth; 
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• the feedback you receive about these practices should be seen as a way of finding your 

best targets of opportunity, not as simply a picture of strengths and weaknesses; 

• your investment in development as a manager and leader should be viewed against its 

return, both to you and to the organization.” 

 

Targeted leadership creates a clear focus on leadership effectiveness — on what leaders 

accomplish, rather than what they do or what they are like. 
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