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THE HARVARD BUSINESS
REVIEW CLASSICS SERIES

Since 1922, Harvard Business Review has
been a leading source of breakthrough ideas
in management practice—many of which still
speak to and influence us today. The HBR
Classics series now offers you the opportunity
to make these seminal pieces a part of your
permanent management library. Each volume
contains a groundbreaking idea that has
shaped best practices and inspired countless
managers around the world—and will change

how you think about the business world today.
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put most problems into my group’s
hands and leave it to them to carry the
ball from there. I serve merely as a cat-
alyst, mirroring back the people’s thoughts
and feelings so that they can better under-
stand them.”
“It’s foolish to make decisions oneself
on matters that affect people. I always talk
things over with my subordinates, but I make

it clear to them that I’'m the one who has to
have the final say.”
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“Once | have decided on a course of
action, I do my best to sell my ideas to my
employees.”

“I’m being paid to lead. If I leta lot of
other people make the decisions I should be
making, then I’m not worth my salt.”

“I believe in getting things done. [ can’t
waste time calling meetings. Someone has to
call the shots around here, and I think it
should be me.”

Each of these statements represents a

point of view about “good leadership.” Con-

siderable experience, factual data, and theo-
retical principles could be cited to support
each statement, even though they seem to be
inconsistent when placed together. Such

contradictions point up the dilemma in
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which modern managers frequently find

themselves.

NEW PROBLEM

The problem of how modern managers can
be “democratic” in their relations with sub-
ordinates and at the same time maintain the
necessary authority and control in the organ-
izations for which they are responsible has
come into focus increasingly in recent years.
Earlier in the century this problem was
not so acutely felt. The successful executive
was generally pictured as possessing
intelligence, imagination, initiative, the
capacity to make rapid (and generally
wise) decisions, and the ability to inspire
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subordinates. People tended to think of the
world as being divided into “leaders™ and

“followers.”

New Focus

Gradually, however, from the social
sciences emerged the concept of “group
dynamics” with its focus on members of the
group rather than solely on the leader. Re-
search efforts of social scientists under-
scored the importance of employee
involvement and participation in decision
making. Evidence began to challenge the
efficiency of highly directive leadership, and
increasing attention was paid to problems of
motivation and human relations.

Through training laboratories in group

development that sprang up across the
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country, many of the newer notions of
leadership began to exert an impact.
These training laboratories were carefully
designed to give people a firsthand experi-
ence in full participation and decision mak-
ing. The designated “leaders™ deliberately
attempted to reduce their own power and
to make group members as responsible as
possible for setting their own goals and
methods within the laboratory experience.
[t was perhaps inevitable that some of the
people who attended the training laborato-
ries regarded this kind of leadership as being
truly “democratic” and went home with the
determination to build fully participative
deison making into their own organizations.
Whenever their bosses made a decision

without convening a staff meeting, they
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tended to perceive this as authoritarian
behavior. The true symbol of democratic
leadership to some was the meeting—and the
less directed from the top, the more demo-
Ccratic 1t was.

Some of the more enthusiastic alumni of
these training laboratories began to get the
habit of categorizing leader behavior as
“democratic” or “authoritarian.” Bosses
who made too many decisions themselves
were thought of as authoritarian, and their
directive behavior was often attributed solely

to their personalities.

New Need
The net result of the research findings

and of the human relations training based
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upon them has been to call into question
the stereotype of an effective leader.
Consequently, modern managers often
find themselves in an uncomfortable state
of mind.

Often they are not quite sure how to
behave; there are times when they are torn
between exerting “strong” leadership and
“permissive” leadership. Sometimes new
knowledge pushes them in one direction
(“I should really get the group to help make
this decision”), but at the same time their
experience pushes them in another direction
(“I really understand the problem better than
the group and therefore I should make the
decision”). They are not sure when a group

decision is really appropriate or when
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holding a staff meeting serves merely as a
device for avoiding their own decision-
making responsibility.

The purpose of our article is to suggest a
framework which managers may find useful
in grappling with this dilemma. First, we
shall look at the different patterns of leader-
ship behavior that managers can choose from
in relating to their subordinates. Then, we
shall turn to some of the questions suggested
by this range of patterns. For instance, how
important is it for managers’ subordinates to
know what type of leadership they are using
in a situation? What factors should they
consider in deciding on a leadership pat-
tern? What difference do their long-run
objectives make as compared to their

immediate objectives?

{8}



How to Choose a Leadership Pattern

RANGE OF BEHAVIOR

Exhibit I presents the continuum or range
of possible leadership behavior available
to managers. Each type of action is related
to the degree of authority used by the boss
and to the amount of freedom available to
subordinates in reaching decisions. The
actions seen on the extreme left characterize
managers who maintain a high degree of
control while those seen on the extreme
right characterize managers who release a
high degree of control. Neither extreme is
absolute; authority and freedom are never
without their limitations.

Now let us look more closely at each of
the behavior points occurring along this

continuuim.
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The manager makes the decision and

announces it

In this case the boss identifies a problem,
considers alternative solutions, chooses one
of them, and then reports this decision to the
subordinates for implementation. The boss
may or may not give consideration to what he
or she believes the subordinates will think
or feel about the decision; in any case, no
opportunity is provided for them to partici-
pate directly in the decision-making process.

Coercion may or may not be used or implied.

The manager “sells” the decision

Here the manager, as before, takes

responsibility for identifying the problem
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and arriving at a decision. However, rather
than simply announcing it, he or she takes
the additional step of persuading the subor-
dinates to accept it. In doing so, the boss
recognizes the possibility of some resistance
among those who will be faced with the deci-
sion, and seeks to reduce this resistance by
indicating, for example, what the employees

have to gain from the decision.

The manager presents ideas, invites

questions

Here the boss who has arrived at a deci-
sion and who seeks acceptance of his or her
ideas provides an opportunity for sub-
ordinates to get a fuller explanation of his or
her thinking and intentions. After present-

ing the ideas, the manager invites questions
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