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Asking the Right Questions About Leadership
Discussion and Conclusions

J. Richard Hackman Harvard University
Ruth Wageman Dartmouth College

Five questions prompted by the articles in the American
Psychologist special issue on leadership (January 2007,
Vol. 62, No. 1) suggest some new directions for leadership
research: (1) Not do leaders make a difference, but under
what conditions does leadership matter? (2) Not what are
the traits of leaders, but how do leaders’ personal at-
tributes interact with situational properties to shape out-
comes? (3) Not do there exist common dimensions on
which all leaders can be arrayed, but are good and poor
leadership qualitatively different phenomena? (4) Not how
do leaders and followers differ, but how can leadership
models be reformulated so they treat all system members as
both leaders and followers? (5) Not what should be taught
in leadership courses, but how can leaders be helped to
learn?

Keywords: leadership theory, leaders, followers, learning,
traits

For all of the research that has been conducted on the
topic of leadership, the field remains curiously un-
formed. Leadership scholars, including those who

have written for this special issue, agree that leadership is
extraordinarily important both as a social phenomenon and
as a subject for scholarly research and theory. Yet, as both
Bennis (2007, this issue) and Vroom and Jago (2007, this
issue) have pointed out, there are no generally accepted
definitions of what leadership is, no dominant paradigms
for studying it, and little agreement about the best strategies
for developing and exercising it.

Among the many possible reasons for this gloomy
state of affairs is that leadership scholars over the years
may have been asking questions that have no general
answers, thereby adding complexity but not clarity to our
understanding. The articles that comprise this special issue
summarize a great deal of informative research about lead-
ership, to be sure. But perhaps their greatest contribution is
that they raise a number of questions the answers to which
will help us develop knowledge about leadership that is
interesting, useful, and cumulative. In answer to Bennis’s
(2007, this issue) plea that scholars use their creativity to
identify and reframe the most important questions about
leadership, we pose in this concluding essay five questions
that were prompted by the articles in this issue. We hope
that these questions may be somewhat more informative, or
at least more tractable, than some that have historically
been prominent in leadership research.

Question 1: Not do leaders make a difference, but
under what conditions does leadership matter? As the
authors of these articles have noted, the long-standing
debate between leader-centric and structural or situational
explanations of collective performance has never been re-
solved, and probably cannot be. The reason is that the
debate is about the wrong question. The right question is to
distinguish conceptually and empirically those circum-
stances in which leaders’ actions are highly consequential
for system performance from those in which leaders’ be-
haviors and decisions make essentially no difference
(Avolio, 2007, this issue; Chan & Brief, 2005; Hackman &
Wageman, 2005; Vroom & Jago, 2007, this issue; Wasser-
man, Nohria, & Anand, 2001).

This question invites observers of leadership to swim
upstream against strong attributional currents. Lay observ-
ers, as well as not a few leadership scholars, tend to view
leaders as a dominant influence on system performance
(see Bennis, 2007, this issue). But are leaders really a main,
or the main, influence on what transpires in social systems?
Or does our tendency to view them that way merely reflect
what Meindl (1990) called the “romance” of leadership?
Consider, for example, how we explain an athletic team
that has winning season after winning season. “That John
Wooden at UCLA!” we exclaim. “What a basketball coach
he was!” Or reflect on a team that has had a few losing
seasons: It is the coach who is fired. We refer to this
tendency to identify the leader as the main cause of col-
lective performance as the leader attribution error. The
leader attribution error is understandable (both because of
the high visibility of leaders and the relative invisibility to
observers of structural or contextual factors that may be
powerfully shaping outcomes), it is pervasive (it occurs for
both favorable and unfavorable outcomes), and it is pow-
erful (system members as well as observers are vulnerable
to it) (Hackman, 2002, chap. 6; Hackman & Wageman,
2005).
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Under some conditions, of course, leaders’ actions
really do spell the difference between success and failure.
In recent years, scholars have begun the conceptual and
empirical work that will be needed to move beyond the old
debates about how influential leaders are and to free us
from the erroneous assumption that anyone in any leader-
ship position has the opportunity to make a constructive
difference. The study by Wasserman and his colleagues, for
example, showed that chief executive officers of corpora-
tions have the greatest impact when organizational oppor-
tunities are scarce but slack resources are plentiful (Was-
serman et al., 2001). And a conceptual analysis offered by
Hackman and Wageman (2005) identified how constraints
on team processes, including both those built into the
team’s structure and those that reside in the broader con-
text, can significantly constrain leaders’ autonomy and
latitude to lead. Similar analyses of other social systems—
ranging from dyads to nation states—would appear to be
worthwhile because they could focus the attention of both
scholars and practitioners on leaders’ behaviors in precisely
those circumstances where what they do is most conse-
quential for system outcomes.

Question 2: Not what are the traits of leaders, but
how do leaders’ personal attributes interact with situa-
tional properties to shape outcomes? Even though the
authors of the articles in this issue differ in their reliance on
traits as explanations of leader behavior (Zaccaro [2007,
this issue] was the most sympathetic to trait-centric models;
Sternberg [2007, this issue] emphasized the modifiability
of leader traits; and Vroom and Jago [2007, this issue] gave
greatest attention to situational features), they agree that
neither trait nor situational attributes alone are sufficient to
explain leader behavior and effectiveness. It is the interac-
tion between traits and situations that counts.

The interactionist position is entirely sensible and
acknowledges what has been found in decades of research
on leadership. Still, it is a mark of the pervasiveness and
power of dispositional thinking that the authors, without
exception, offered readers their own lists of the leader traits
that they believe to be most important. Moreover, with the
exception of Vroom and Jago (2007, this issue), they of-
fered relatively few suggestions about what the key lead-
ership-relevant attributes of situations might be.

Although it is indisputable that any robust model of
leadership must address the interaction between personal
and situational attributes, how should that interaction be
framed? The generally accepted strategy is to deploy a
contingency model (for a review of such models, see
Avolio, 2007, this issue). That is, if the direct relationship
between some leader attribute X and some outcome mea-
sure Y is insubstantial, or if its size or direction changes in
different settings, then a situational variable Z is posited as
a moderator of the X–Y relationship. Aside from the statis-
tical difficulties of documenting moderating effects (Lu-
binski & Humphreys, 1990), contingency models necessar-
ily become quite complex as research identifies increasing
numbers of potential moderators. In that inevitability lies
the rub: The more complete and complex a contingency
model of leadership, the less conceptually elegant and
practically useful it is. Moreover, if the contingency in-
volves the actual behavior of a leader, as is the case for
many of the models discussed in these articles, a level of
online processing by the leader is required that can exceed
human cognitive capabilities (Gigerenzer, 1999; Simon,
1990).

The systems theorists’ notion of equifinality (Katz &
Kahn, 1978, p. 30) offers one possible strategy for circum-
venting the inherent difficulties of contingency models.
Equifinality posits that there are many different ways that
an open system (such as a person, a group, or an organi-
zation) can behave and still achieve the same outcome.
When applied to leadership, equifinality implies that dif-
ferent leaders can behave in their own quite idiosyncratic
ways and still get key leadership tasks accomplished.
Rather than try to tailor their behaviors or styles to some set
of contingent prescriptions, then, excellent leaders know
how they prefer to operate, what they are able to do easily
and well, and what they can accomplish only with difficulty
if at all. They may never have heard of the principle of
equifinality, but they behave in accord with it. This ap-
proach, perhaps, could extract psychologists from overre-
liance on either fixed traits or complex contingencies in
leadership studies—especially if scholars take seriously
the proposal by Avolio (2007, this issue) that robust lead-
ership theories must acknowledge the reality that leader
behavior is shaped by multiple factors operating at different
levels of analysis. Although scholars have not yet carried
out the conceptual or empirical work that would be re-
quired to explore the application of the principle of equi-
finality to leader behavior, the effort just might generate
nontrivial advances in how we construe, study, and practice
leadership.

J. Richard
Hackman
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Question 3: Not do there exist common dimensions
on which all leaders can be arrayed, but are good and
poor leadership qualitatively different phenomena? As
noted by the authors of the articles in this issue, leadership
scholars have devoted considerable effort over the decades
to identifying dimensions that reliably summarize and de-
scribe leader behavior and style. The most prominent of
these, of course, are “Initiation of Structure” and “Consid-
eration,” which emerged from the Ohio State Studies
(Fleishman, 1973). Any leader can be assigned a score in
the two-dimensional space defined by these dimensions, on
the basis of self-reports and/or the ratings of others. A great
deal of research has been conducted using leaders’ standing
on these dimensions to assess both (a) the impact of leader
behavior on subordinates and on unit performance and,
more recently, (b) the impact of subordinate behavior and
contextual conditions on leader behavior itself. The aspi-
ration has been to identify those leadership behaviors and
styles that are most appropriate and effective under various
conditions.

The scores of leaders on such dimensions can range
from “low” to “high” (in practice, of course, actual numer-
ical scores are computed). But what if good and poor
leadership actually were qualitatively different phenomena,
if there were no single dimension on which both good and
poor leaders could be meaningfully arrayed? That possi-
bility is not as unlikely as it may seem. In fact, there are
many social and psychological phenomena for which two
different systems are required to distinguish one extreme
from the other. Positive and negative affect, for example,
appear to involve different neural systems. Rewards have
qualitatively different effects on organisms than do punish-
ments. The prospect of losing resources is qualitatively
different from the prospect of a gain. And those who study

human competencies compare excellent performers with
average performers rather than with poor performers pre-
cisely because demonstrating competence invariably in-
volves different processes than does behaving incompe-
tently.

The same asymmetry may operate for leadership. Re-
search by Ginnett (1993) on the leadership of airline cap-
tains, for example, showed that leaders who had been
identified by their peers as excellent crew leaders used their
authority to accomplish three generic functions (bounding
the crew as a performing unit, helping the crew come to
terms with its task, and establishing basic norms of conduct
for the team). Leaders who had been identified as poor
crew leaders, by contrast, did not merely fail to accomplish
these three leadership functions; instead, they all exhibited
some kind of difficulty with control issues (for example,
being overcontrolling, or undercontrolling, or vacillating
between the two). Poor leaders were not individuals with
low scores on the same dimensions on which good leaders
excelled; instead, they exhibited entirely different patterns
of behavior.

As Bennis (2007, this issue) noted, there is increasing
interest these days in the dynamics of “bad” leadership.
What has been learned thus far is consistent with the
possibility that good and bad leadership may be qualita-
tively different phenomena (Kellerman, 2004). That possi-
bility is further reinforced by Sternberg’s (2007, this issue)
proposal that wisdom, defined as the leader’s use of his or
her intelligence, creativity, and knowledge to promote the
common good, is a key ingredient of effective leadership.
Unsuccessful leaders, Sternberg suggested, do not merely
lack wisdom; they also fall victim to a series of cognitive
fallacies that effective leaders do not. Further research on
the special and separate dynamics that characterize good
and poor leadership, each as contrasted with “average”
leadership or with no leadership at all, may well bring to
the surface insights about leadership that otherwise would
remain unnoticed.

Question 4: Not how do leaders and followers dif-
fer, but how can leadership models be reframed so they
treat all system members as both leaders and followers?
The authors of several of the articles in this issue made the
point that leaders must have followers. Although certainly
correct, that assertion also implicitly reinforces the tradi-
tional view, discussed by Avolio (2007, this issue), that
leaders act and followers mainly react. The opposite is true
as well, however: Leaders also are followers, and followers
also exhibit leadership.

There are few, if any, organizational or political lead-
ers who have unchecked authority. Each boss also is a
subordinate—even chief executives who lead entire orga-
nizations invariably report to some higher-standing person
or group. This reality means that people who hold formal
leadership positions must continuously chart a course be-
tween what essentially is a covert coup (acting as if one’s
own leader need not know what one is doing) and abdica-
tion (mindlessly passing on to one’s subordinates whatever
is received from above). It can take a good measure of skill
and personal maturity to balance between one’s simulta-
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neous roles as leader and as follower, and the dynamics of
managing that balance may deserve more research attention
than they have thus far received.

Moreover, as Bennis (2007, this issue) noted, every
follower is, at least potentially, also a leader. This fact was
empirically illustrated in our recent study of analytic teams
in the U.S. intelligence community (Hackman &
O’Connor, 2004). Data about the time allocation of the
teams’ leaders showed that they spent most of their time
structuring the work, running external interference, and
coaching individual employees. Of all the leader activities
we assessed, working directly with their teams received the
least attention. That fact opened up many opportunities for
peer leadership among rank-and-file team members. And it
turned out that the amount of peer coaching members
provided one another correlated more strongly with our
criterion of team effectiveness (r � .82) than did any other
variable we measured. Clearly, most of the hands-on lead-
ership these teams received was provided by members
themselves—and to good effect.

To the extent that leadership and followership are
inextricably bound up with one another, the distinction
between leaders and followers becomes blurred and the
whole idea of “shared leadership” takes on a new meaning.
In this view, shared leadership is far more than just a
partnership or the use of a “participative” style. Instead, it
raises the possibility, first suggested decades ago by
McGrath (1962), that anyone who fulfills critical system
functions, or who arranges for them to be fulfilled, is
exhibiting leadership. The functional approach to leader-
ship is the one that we find most intellectually agreeable,
and we have written at some length about its implications
for the leading of task-performing teams (Hackman, 2002;
Hackman & Wageman, 2005; Wageman & Mannix, 1998).
It remains to be seen whether the functional approach also
is useful in understanding the leadership of larger and more
complex entities such as whole organizations or nations.

As the authors of several articles in this issue have
noted, psychologists devoted considerable attention in the
early decades of leadership research to identifying the
attributes that distinguish leaders from nonleaders (i.e.,
followers). Indeed, Zaccaro (2007, this issue) argued that
the same traits that differentiate leaders and followers also
contribute to a person’s effectiveness in enacting the lead-
ership role. We concur that much is known about who is
likely to become a leader, but we suggest that it was not
psychologists who were mainly responsible for generating
this knowledge—it was, instead, our friends from one level
up, the sociologists. If one wants to know who is likely to
occupy a position of formal leadership, there is no better
place to look than the opportunity structure of society. Or,
to put it more colloquially: If you want to be king, your best
bet is to be the son of a king or queen.

Although people who occupy leadership roles cer-
tainly have more latitude to lead than do followers, one
does not have to be in a leadership position to be in a
position to provide leadership. Indeed, among the most
interesting, and occasionally inspiring, varieties of leader-
ship we have observed is that provided by followers, es-

pecially followers who are unlikely ever to be selected for
formal leadership positions.

Question 5: Not what should be taught in leader-
ship courses, but how can leaders be helped to learn? The
articles in this section document that all leaders have men-
tal models that guide their actions. Because these models
are abstracted gradually over time from observations, ex-
perience, and trial and error, they risk overfocusing on
especially salient features of the leadership situation. Thus,
the behavior of another leader one has observed, or espe-
cially vivid personal episodes, or the dispositions of a
particularly difficult boss or subordinate, may become
more central in a leader’s mental model than is actually
warranted.

Ideally, leaders would be motivated to behave in ways
that foster their own continuous learning from their expe-
riences. Sternberg (2007, this issue) proposed that such
learning is far more readily accomplished than would be
suggested by leadership models that emphasize the impor-
tance of fixed traits or capabilities. Yet, as Sternberg also
noted, continuous learning almost always requires that
leaders overcome inherently self-limiting aspects of their
existing mental models. Because such models become so
well learned that they are virtually automatic, leaders may
not even be aware of the degree to which their models are
shaping their leadership behaviors. For this reason, Vroom
and Jago (2007, this issue) suggested that leadership train-
ing must both bring to the surface trainees’ own preferred
leadership strategies and then explore the conditions under
which those strategies are and are not appropriate.

Any personal leadership model is certain to be flawed
or incomplete in some significant way and therefore certain
to spawn occasional errors or failures. Since implicit mod-
els are not recognized as having contributed to the failure,
however, a leader’s response is more likely to be defensive
(e.g., blaming chance or others for what happened) than
learning oriented (e.g., inspecting the assumptions that
guided the behavior that generated the failure).

Avolio (2007, this issue) suggested that new research
is needed to fully understand how leaders learn from their
experiences, especially when they are coping with crises.
We go further and suggest that error and failure provide far
more opportunities for learning than do success and
achievement, precisely because failures generate data that
can be mined for insight into how one’s assumptions and
models of action might be improved. Overcoming the
impulse to reason defensively, however, can be a signifi-
cant personal challenge. It necessarily involves asking anx-
iety-arousing questions (e.g., about the validity of deeply
held assumptions or about personal flaws in diagnosis or
execution), gathering data that can help answer those ques-
tions, and then altering one’s mental models and behavioral
routines. As Argyris (1991) has shown, such activities are
neither natural nor comfortable. Moreover, they are likely
to be especially challenging for senior leaders, who pre-
cisely because they have track records of leadership suc-
cess, may have limited experience in learning how to learn
from error and failure.
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Leading well, therefore, may require a considerable
degree of emotional maturity in dealing with one’s own and
others’ anxieties. Emotionally mature leaders are willing
and able to move toward anxiety-arousing states of affairs
in the interest of learning about them, rather than moving
away from them to get anxieties reduced as quickly as
possible. Moreover, such leaders are able to inhibit im-
pulses to act (e.g., to correct an emerging problem or to
exploit a suddenly appearing opportunity) until more data
have appeared or until system members become open to the
contemplated intervention. Sometimes it is even necessary
for leaders to engage in actions that temporarily raise
anxieties, including their own, to lay the groundwork for
subsequent interventions that seek to foster learning or
change.

Unlike the cognitive and behavioral leadership chal-
lenges addressed in the articles in this issue, emotional
maturity may be better viewed as a long-term developmen-
tal task than as something that can be systematically taught.
Emotional learning cannot take place in the abstract or by
analyzing a case of someone else’s failure. Instead, it
involves working on real problems in safe environments
with the explicit support of others. Only to the extent that
leader development programs take on the considerable
challenge of providing such settings are they likely to be
helpful to leaders both in developing their own learning
habits and in providing models for those they lead to pursue
their own continuous learning.
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