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"Be the leader you would want to follow."

Introduction

Anyone in a position of leadership or interested in the concept of it has come 
across this quote, whether through reading it or as advice in a conversation. 
Though it does not give a definition of leadership, it highlights two important 
aspects of the discourse surrounding leadership:

 » To this day, no universal definition of leadership exists.

 » Every leader is unique and so is every follower.

This paper aims to serve as a guide to those interested in growing their 
understanding of leadership by discussing the make-up and purpose of a 
leader, exploring the importance of power and status for leadership and 
reflecting on the necessity of holistic leaders. Each part of the guide will offer 
practical experience, thoughts and tasks to reflect on, allowing the reader to 
grow his/her knowledge as desired.

1
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Born Leaders
Personality and traits define leadership, influence gains 
popularity over dominance and the idea of followers 
influencing leaders emerges.

It’s a Group Thing
Leadership is seen as an individual’s behaviour in a 
group setting. Differences between persuasive and 
coercive leadership are distinguished. 

Three themes
Group theory prevails, Behavioural theory develops into 
defining leadership as a relationship developing shared 
goals and emphasis on leader’s effectiveness increases.

Control & Power
Leadership centralises on dominance enforcing obedi-
ence, respect, loyalty and cooperation. 

1930s

1940s

1950s

1900
- 1929

The History of  
Leadership Theory 2
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Oh Harmony!
The behavioural approach dominates leadership 
definition.

Established 
The group focus gives way to the organisational 
behaviour approach.

Theory Explosion
Scholarly and popular work increase, multiple 
definitions for leadership are proposed, with 4 
persevering themes: Do as the leader wishes. 
Influence. Traits. Transformation.

21st
Century

New Perspective & Harmony
The debate of management vs. leadership continues, 
while new approaches emerge: authentic, spiritual, 
servant and adaptive leadership. Scholars agree that 
there is no common definition for leadership, but will 
have different meanings to different people. 

1980s

1970s

1960s

Source: Northouse, 2016
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"It has become apparent that, after years of trying, we have been unable 
to generate an understanding of leadership that is both intellectually 

compelling and emotionally satisfying.The concept of leadership remains 
elusive and enigmatic."

To this day this opinion prevailed. Bennis (2007, cited in O’Connell, 2013:183) 
calls the lack of a definition of leadership a cliché, Armstrong (2013) deems 
finding a single, comprehensive definition entirely impossible and Northouse 
(2016) finds that scholars have simply resigned to disagree on the topic. 

Though these statements may seem discouraging, they ultimately strengthen 
an important observation: by nature, leadership deals with complex interactions 
between individuals and their social and organisational environments, whilst 
being influenced by global events and generational differences (Armstrong, 
2013; Day et al., 2014; Northouse, 2016). Based on this observation, the author 
of this guide suggests taking a new perspective on leadership, arguing that 
the definition and practice of leadership must be flexible to be successful and 
suggest defining leadership by its versatility rather than its limits.

3Definition  
of Leadership

In 1985, Meindl et al. made a gloomy yet realistic observation:
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Using Northouse’s definition as a basis, the following definition of leadership 
is used in this text:

“Leadership is a versatile process whereby an individual,  
driven by an assigned or chosen purpose,  

influences another individual or group of individuals,  
to share and ultimately achieve a common goal.”

In a recent University project my group was given 
the task to choose a project manager. Looking 

back, this presumably simple task is an excellent example of 
the abovementioned versatility of leadership. All five members 
of the team had proven their leadership skills in previous tasks, 
wherefore all could have been appointed. However, after discussing 
the project, needed skills, each other’s personality, strengths and 
weaknesses and the situation overall, my team decided for me to 
lead, not because I was the best leader, but because my leadership 
style was the best fit.

Insight : 

Task:
Whether you are a professional or student, you will have had 
experiences in the area of leadership. Take a moment to remember 
them and think about who was leading and how. Does the 
above-mentioned definition apply?

Leadership is ...
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4.1 The DNA Helix 

The DNA molecule in the human body carries genetic information and is made 
up of four types of nitrogenous bases connected to a backbone structure made 
of sugar and phosphate molecules, which together, form a double helix (VGEC, 
2016). Just as the DNA molecule is vital for human existence, so is a successful 
leader vital for the existence of effective leadership. Figure 1 shows an adaption 
of the double helix to illustrate the make-up of successful leaders.

4.2 The 4 Bases

Over the years four theories gathered a 
large circle of advocates in the study of 
leadership: the Traits Approach, Skills 
Approach, Behavioural Approach and 
Situational Approach. Nonetheless, 
each approach was used as a separate 
way of defining leadership, exposing 
each to the weakness of being unable 
to provide a holistic picture. This 
weakness can be easily overcome 
by combining all four approaches 
into one, creating 4 equal bases for 
successful leadership.

4The DNA  
of a Leader

The Backbone: 
     A Leader’s Followers

The 4 Bases: 
Personality
Capability
Actions
Adaptability

Figure 1: The DNA of a Leader

Source: Adapted from Genome  
Research Limited, 2016
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4.2.1. Personality (Traits Approach)

For a long time the personality of a person was seen as the sole key to successful 
leadership, but this view has been highly contended. Trait theory is seen as too 
ambiguous, inconsistent and generalised, even prohibiting the development 
of leadership theory and research (Armstrong, 2013; Day et al., 2014). Though 
it may have been an easy explanation at first sight, over the years researchers 
identified over 1,000 traits without reaching a common consensus on a definite 
list of those that distinguish leaders from followers (Levine, 2008; Northouse, 
2016). Another criticism towards this approach is its exclusion of those individ-
uals who may not possess the generated list of characteristics. 

Research on the trait approach shows that while personality alone does not 
make a successful leader, the amount of research conducted gives credibility to 
the belief that the personality of a leader is important. The trait approach also 
provides valuable assessment criteria for benchmarking leaders and can serve 
as a reminder to reflect from time to time (Northouse, 2016). Because of its 
evident value, the traits approach was added as one of the 4 bases of the DNA 
Helix.

Task:

John Adair produced a list of commonly accepted traits of great 
leaders. Take a couple of minutes to read through the list and then 
make notes on which traits you think you can improve on yourself 
and which ones you think you have already developed.

 • Enthusiasm  • Confidence  • Toughness 
 • Integrity  • Warmth  • Humility

... a versatile process whereby an individual ...
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Enthusiasm?

Confidence?

Toughness?

Integrity?

Warmth?

Humility?

... a versatile process whereby an individual ...
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... a versatile process whereby an individual ...

Beginning in my teenage years, people started 
calling me a ‘born’ or ‘natural’ leader, encouraging 

me that I would one day end up in a leadership position. I remem-
ber how these comments made me feel valued and important, but 
they also made me question myself. In times where leadership was 
required and I was not chosen or when I did not feel the respect I 
had hoped for from my peers, my belief in my ‘natural leadership’ 
was shaken. 

The traits approach has shaped not only leaders around the world, 
but also followers. Unfortunately, as in my case, often also negative-
ly. Though the approach can install great courage and confidence 
in some, it can also discourage others, depriving society of great 
leaders. It is therefore essential for any leader to highlight the 
importance of personality in development, so that no one may be 
excluded of making the world a better place.

Insight : 

4.2.2. Capability (Skills Approach)

Similar to the traits approach, the skills approach also focuses on the leader, 
but instead of defining his/her personality, it concentrates on the knowledge 
and skills that make successful leadership possible. By focussing on the leader’s 
capability, the skills approach actively promotes the image of the developed 
leader rather than the born leader (Northouse, 2016). 

Katz’s Three-Skill Model suggests that effective leadership depends on three ba-
sic capabilities: technical, human and conceptual skill. Technical skill comprise 
of knowledge in a specific type of work or activity, while human skill concerns 
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the understanding of and ability to work with people and conceptual skill de-
scribes the ability to create meaning, for example through a company’s vision 
and strategy. Depending on the level of authority the emphasis on each of the 
three skills varies, as illustrated in figure 2. For example leaders in more sen-
ior positions will likely be required to strengthen their human and conceptual 

skills, while supervisory man-
agers are likely to need 
high amounts technical skill 
(Northouse, 2016).

In the early 1990s in-depth 
research by Mumford et al. 
(2000) developed the Katz’s 
approach further into the 
skill-based model. This model 
explored individual attributes 
and competencies of leaders, 
as well as the outcomes of 

these in leadership, identifying problem-solving skills, social judgment skills 
and knowledge as the key factors of effective leadership. At the same time, the 
model aims to take career experiences and environmental influences into ac-
count, highlighting the complexity of leadership. The models descriptive nature 
contains a significant strength compared to other models, as it urges the un-
derstanding of the entire leadership process. Additionally, the focus on devel-
opment makes leadership available to everyone and presents an appropriate 
structure for leadership programs (Northouse, 2016). 

On the other hand, critics highlight that it seems impossible for any leader to be 
able to master the entirety of the skills listed in the model. Furthermore, the ma-
jority of the samples used to create the model are of military nature, wherefore a 
connection to business and other areas of leadership can be questioned. Finally, 

... a versatile process whereby an individual ...

Figure 2: The Three-Skills Model

Source: Adapted from WEB

Skills Needed

CONCEPTUALHUMAN
TECHNICAL

TOP 
Management

CONCEPTUALHUMANTECHNICALMIDDLE
Management

CONCEPTUAL
HUMANTECHNICALSUPERVISORY

Management
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... a versatile process whereby an individual ...

though the skills approach argues against the idea of traits, it does contain indi-
vidual attributes, which paradoxically, are very similar (Northouse, 2016).

The skills approach is essential to the DNA Helix as it is the defender of de-
veloped leadership, making leadership accessible to all, rather than a selected 
pool of people. Both models also offer distinct areas that can easily be examined 
for improvement.

4.2.3. Actions (Behavioural Approach)

Different from the previous two approaches, the behavioural approach focuses 
on existing actions of leaders, basically on ‘what they do’. The actions of lead-
ers can be divided into two categories: task or also called job-centred behav-
iours and relationship/employee-related behaviours. While task behaviour 
focuses on getting the job done, relationship behaviours are concerned with 
the employees needs and feeling of comfort with themselves, another and the 
situation. The key to great leadership lies in a leaders application of the right 
amount of both behaviours to influence followers successfully (Armstrong, 
2013; Northouse, 2016). The Leadership Grid gives an overview of the different 
leadership styles within the behavioural approach (see figure 3). 

Instead of giving clear criteria by which leaders can measure their ability to lead 
well, the behavioural approach, similar to the skills approach, takes a descriptive 
style and explains the characteristics of existing behaviour rather than the need-
ed behaviour. Some scholars criticise that the leadership grid suggests that the 
9,9 Team Management Style is the most successful style, not taking into account 
the situational aspect of leadership (Armstrong, 2013). Others criticise the lack 
of a universal style of leadership that applies to all situations (Northouse, 2016). 
Based on the definition chosen for this text, this criticism is not considered sig-
nificant as the definition defines leadership to be variable and a perfect fit in-
existent.
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... a versatile process whereby an individual ...

Due to the wide range of studies validating the model and the value of under-
standing the right balance between relationship and task orientation in leader-
ship, the behavioural approach was added as the third base of the Leader’s DNA. 

1,9 9,9

5,5

1,1 9,1

Country-Club Management
Thoughtful attention to the needs of 
people for satisfying relationships 
leads to a comfortable, friendly organi-
sation atmosphere and work tempo.

Team Management
Work accomplishment is from 
committed people. Interdepend-
ence through a common stake 
in organisation purpose leads to 
relationships of trust and respect

Middle-of-the-Road Management

Impoverished Management
Exertion of minimum effort to get 
required work done as appropriate to 
sustain organisation membership.

Authority-Compliance Management
Efficiency in operations results from arranging 
conditions of work in such a way that human 
elements interfere to a minimum degree.

Adequate organisation performance is possible 
through balancing the necessity to get work out while 

maintaining morale of people at satisfactory level.

High <- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - > Low
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Figure 3: The Leadership Grid

Source: Northouse, 2016:76
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... a versatile process whereby an individual ...

4.2.4. Adaptability (Situational Approach & Contingent leadership)

Contingent leadership focuses on the leader’s ability to read and understand sit-
uations and act appropriately, essentially drawing the opportunity to influence 
from that situation (Armstrong, 2013). Situational leadership is an extension of 
contingency theory. In 1969 Hersey and Blanchard first devised the Situational 
Leadership Model, which later developed into the SLII, the Situational Leader-
ship II Model illustrated in figure 4 (Blanchard et al., 2013). The SLII proposes 
that effective leadership requires leaders to understand their follower’s devel-
opmental stage and adapt their leadership style to match it. This two-step meth-
od is particularly popular because of its practical nature and ease of application. 
It has served as great basis for many training programs, especially because it 
gives clear instructions for leaders on how to act and adapt. Nonetheless schol-
ars ask for further research to prove the assumptions of the model, to improve 
the conceptualisation of competence and commitment and to create a more in-
depth explanation of the development levels of followers. Finally, some criticise 
that the model does not clarify the boundaries of adaptability, leaving the lead-
er to decide whether to adapt to the development level of each individual of a 
team or to that of the group (Northouse, 2016). 

The situational approach highlights the importance of flexibility and adaptabil-
ity in leadership, while stressing the individuality of followers and variability of 
leadership styles. Though more research is necessary to fully validate the SLII 
model, the principles of the approach fit perfectly into the chosen definition, 
wherefore adaptability forms the final base of the Leader’s DNA Helix.
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... influences another individual or group of individuals ...

Figure 4: Situational Leadership II

Source: The Ken Blanchard Companies, 2016
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... influences another individual or group of individuals ...

4.3 The Backbone

Without the backbone, the DNA helix cannot exist, because it forms the out-
er structure for the nitrogenous bases. Applying this to leadership, it becomes 
clear that the backbone of the Leader’s DNA consists of the leader’s followers. 

(Kelley, 1988:142)

Leaders need effective followers to be successful. While the theories that make 
up the four bases mostly concentrate on the development and engagement 
of the leader, the theories making up the backbone focus on supporting and 
enabling followers through effective leadership. 

The following three theories have gained significant recognition in the field: 
the Path-Goal Model, Leader-member exchange theory and Leaders/Follower 
theory. While the Path-Goal Model is concerned with a leader’s skill to motivate 
followers to accomplish certain goals, leader-member exchange (LMX) theory 
links successful leadership to a leader’s ability to create a two-way relationship 
with all of his/her followers. Leaders/followers theory defines successful leader-
ship by the leader’s assistance of follower growth and his/her understanding of 
his/her follower’s needs and hopes (Armstrong, 2013; Northouse, 2016).

" Leaders matter greatly. But in searching so zealously for better 

leaders we tend to lose sight of the people these people will lead ...
 

Organisations stand or fall partly on the basis of how well  

their leaders lead, but partly also on the basis of how well their 
followers follow."
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Task:

The following questions aim to provide a basis to reflect on how 
your backbone is established and where change could improve 
your leadership.

• What situation are you currently leading in and how do the 
circumstances affect your followers?

• How connected do you relate to your followers? Can you 
trust them and do they trust you? What kind of actions can 
you perform to get to know your follower’s needs better?

• What are the expectations of your team towards you? Are 
you meeting these expectations?

• To which extend do your followers share your values and 
norms?

• Can you identify a distinction between the members of 
your team/your followers? Does your team consist of an 
in-group (team members you trust and happily give re-
sponsibility to, who directly impact your success) and an 
out-group (team members that are not very engaged, are 
usually given low responsibility jobs and often seem to 
hold you back) exist? How would you be able to include 
these ‘out-group’ members of the team?

... influences another individual or group of individuals ...
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5The Heart  
of a Leader

The chosen definition of leadership in this text presupposes the existence of a 
driver of leadership that is rooted in the chosen or assigned purpose of the lead-
er. As discussed under ‘The DNA of a Leader’ traditional leadership theory main-
ly focuses on the leader and the interaction between leaders and followers. In 
recent years, leadership literature has taken a new approach aiming to explore 
successful leadership styles rather than criteria leading to successful leadership.

The author argues that these styles are the ‘Heart of a Leader’, reflecting his/her 
purpose and values and which most likely prompted the decision to take on 
leader responsibilities.

Based on this assumption, known leadership styles were categorised according 
to their purpose:

Leadership Style Purpose/Driver

Charismatic 
Leadership Inspiring followers to trust

Visionary 
Leadership

Gathering people under and convincing people of 
a common vision

Transactional 
Leadership

Obtaining control and results through exchange of 
valued things
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Transformational 
Leadership

Bringing followers to embrace and enact change
 » Leaders that aim to be transformational, need 

to give support their followers in dealing 
with change. Adaptive leadership gives more 
insight into this subject, wherefore it should be 
considered when choosing the transformation-
al leadership style.

Authentic 
Leadership

Convincing followers of authentic interest and em-
powering people based on deep personal values 
and convictions

Servant 
Leadership

Empowering people by putting them first, innate 
desire to serve

For two consecutive years I lead a team of 10 staff 
in taking care of 20-30 children and youth at a 

Summer Camp. Each year I was paired with another leader and each 
year we discussed each others personality, capabilities, leadership 
behaviour and situations we might face. Already throughout the 
summer camp I realised that though our preparation did have an 
impact, it was our team of staff and their respect, recognition and 
trust towards us which made the summer camp a success for all 
participants. Another observation I had was how even the senior 
leadership of the camp was not based on a desire for power, but 
every volunteer was devoted to the children and youth participat-
ing in the camp. This servant leadership style shaped everyone’s 
behaviour during the camp and even afterwards.

Insight : 

... driven by an assigned or chosen purpose ...
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"Management is doing things right; leadership is 
doing the right things."

The management vs. leadership debate is an on-going one, with some regard-
ing leadership and management as distinct but closely linked, other consider-
ing one a subset of the other and again others believe they are the same thing. 
Joining with Armstrong (2013), Adair (2003), Northouse (2016) and Drucker 
(cited in Walter, 2013), the author of this text regards management and leader-
ship as distinct but linked.

(Drucker cited in Walter, 2013)

Management deals with objectives and goals set by the manager himself or his/
her supervisors, while leaders are driven by their personal values and purpose. 
The terms already insinuate their difference with the term ‘Management’ imply-
ing a top-down, subordinate nature and ’Leadership’ indicating autonomy and 
voluntary obedience. The following definitions highlight this distinction even 
further: management is the process of using all available resources efficiently 
to achieve set goals and leadership focuses on people as the key resource that 
enables goals to be reached (Armstrong, 2013).

4Management  
vs. Leadership
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It is important to notice that since both management and leadership are need-
ed to achieve a company’s success, they are tightly linked in the organisational 
setting, but outside this setting, not all leaders will have to be involved in man-
agement. Great figures like Nelson Mandela, Ghandi, Martin Luther King and 
Anne Frank for example were not in charge of managing people, but their main 
task was to inspire people to embrace and support positive change (Bennis and 
Nanus, 1985).

... to share and ultimately achieve a common goal.
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ContentAppendices

About the Author
My name is Jana Carina Wisekowski and I am currently a third 
year Business Management with Media Communications 
student at Bath Spa University. Throughout the past 10 years I 
have lived in various different countries (Germany, Canada, Bra-
zil, Australia, Cambodia, Vietnam, South Africa, the UK and Ken-
ya) and settings (academic, voluntary and casual), which made 
me subject to several leaders and their individual leadership 
styles. I do not deem myself an expert by all means, but I 
believe that I have undergone moments that have developed 
my understanding of leadership and have been surrounded by 
inspiring leaders that impacted me just the same.


