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In a globalized world,

a leadership model that
has been constructed on
Western beliefs cannot
be held up as a precursor
to managerial and

organizational effectiveness.
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hatislead-
ership? Is
it,as some
would
claim, like
beauty,
some -
thing that
is hard to define but instantly rec-
ognizable? Or are there many ideas
of leadership; is it a concept that is
culture-bound, rather like ideas of
beauty? Is aleader a heroic, Bravehe-
art-like figure, a strong-willed vision-
ary, or are they more Confucian, the
handmaiden of change that emanates
naturally from within the situation,
without the need for heroic effort?

The answer is both, but much
of what is written on the subject
discusses or proposes a particular
leadership model that has been con-
structed on Western (mostly Ameri-
can) beliefs, values and cultures, and
then offers this model to the world as
a precursor to managerial and orga-
nizational effectiveness.

However, inaglobalized world, this
simply won’t do. Whether in Japan
or the U.S., China or Mexico, global
leaders face the same problem: howto
adapt their leadership style to fit local
circumstances in order to achieve cor-
porate objectives. Research has con-
sistently demonstrated that preferred
leadership styles vary considerably
across cultures and as managers in-
creasingly face the challenge of lead-
ing employees from different cultural
backgrounds and with divergent ex-
pectations abouthierarchy, power and
interpersonal relations, it becomes

important for them to understand
how cultural dynamics influence ef-
fective leadership. In searching for the
essence of globalleadership, managers
generally approach the issue in one of
three different ways.

THE UNIVERSAL APPROACH

@®_ The underlying belief in the uni-
@ versal approach is that leader-
ship traits and processes are relatively
constant across cultures and that
leadership models are universally ap-
plicable, regardless of location. Agood
example of this can be seen in the on-
going debate in the West over the rela-
tive merits of transformational and
transactional leadership. Advocates of
transformational leadership, in which
managers work to create a universally
accepted vision of where the group or
organization should go and then use
moral persuasion (and often char-
ismatic leadership) to reinforce this
mission, argue that such an approach
is superior to the transactional model,
in which concrete exchange relation-
ships with employees largely deter-
mine results.

The problem here is that recent re-
search in Japan found that neither of
these approaches is very effective in
that country. Transformational lead-
ersare often seenasbeingtooabstract,
while transactional leaders are some-
times seen as being too mercenary
— and both are criticized for being
too manipulative. Instead, success-
ful Japanese managers tend to prefer
something called “gate-keeping lead-
ership,” where they work to reduce
thebarriers to successful performance
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among their subordinates. Here is the
problem: Ifthese Western theories fail
to work in Japan, one wonders where
else they might also fail (e.g., Brazil,
Russia, Egypt or India).

THE NORMATIVE APPROACH

@_ Here the focus is on the leader as
® aglobal manager. It is assumed
that certain sets of leader traits and
abilities are common to all managers
regardless of where they are working.
Recentwork on the “global mindset,”
“cultural intelligence,” and “global
leadership” illustrate this approach.
Forexample, successful globalleaders
are thought by some to exhibit cos-
mopolitanism, cognitive complexity,
mental inquisitiveness, honesty, hu-
mility and personal resiliency. Lead-
ers who possess this cluster of skills
and abilities are thought to be pre-
pared to manage effectively through-
out much of the world. However,
whether these traits are indeed com-
monplace among successful manag-
ers in different parts of the world has
yet to be demonstrated. This raises
questions about the normative as-
sumptions underlying the model.

THE CONTINGENCY APPROACH

@ _ Thethirdapproach,whichwerefer
@ to as the contingency approach,
begins with the assumption that there
are no universals in describing effec-
tive leadership. That is, successful
leaders in New York may fail in Tokyo
or Paris if they are unable to modify
their behaviors to suit the unique local
environments. This approach looks at
leadership as a culturally embedded
process, not a series of personal traits
of the manager or followers. Here the
focusis ontheleaderasalocal manag-
er, not a global one, and it is assumed
that the characteristics for success will
vary with the situation.

An example of the contingency ap-
proach can be seen in the use of sym-
bolic leadership in Japan, where ex-
ecutives publicly and willingly accept
both the responsibility and the conse-
quences for corporate failures. Such
behavior is commonplace and often
requiredin this culture, but not neces-
sarily in others. Witness, for example,

the testimony of Toyota’s president
and CEO Akio Toyodabefore the U.S.
Congress,inwhich heaccepted full re-
sponsibility for mechanical problems
associated with the company’s cars. At
the same time, and in similar congres-
sional testimony, BP’s British CEO
Tony Hayward worked diligently to
avoid accepting similar responsibility
following his company’s disastrous oil
spillin the Gulf.

LEADERSHIP AS
A CULTURAL CONSTRUCT
®_ While all these models add value
® tooureffortstounderstand lead-
ership in a global context, it is our
opinion that they all miss the mark
in sufficiently explaining the leader-
ship construct as it relates to global
diversity. First and foremost, it is im-
portant to recognize that leadership
is a cultural construct. Its meaning
is embedded in the diverse cultures
where it is exercised, and changes ac-
cordingly. Most important here, it is
not a Western construct that is eas-
ily expanded to global dimensions.
Leadership means different things
to different people. Leaders tend to
be respected, admired and, indeed,
sometimes revered, whether theyare
in the political or business arena, but
clearly, this is not a universal truth.
The opposite view of leaders can also
be found in many countries. In Mexi-
co, Egyptand Romania, for example,a
widespread distrust and fear of power
or the dislike of privilege prevails.
Furthermore, in individualist so-
cieties, leadership typically refers
to a single person who guides and
directs the actions of others, often
in a very visible way. In more col-
lectivistic societies, however, lead-
ership is often less associated with
individuals and more closelyaligned
with group endeavors. Indeed, the
Anglo-American celebration of the
accomplishments of various lead-
ers stands in stark contrast to Lao
Tzu’s ancient, but still widely cited
observation that “a leader is best
when people barely know he exists,
who talks little, and when his work is
done and his aim fulfilled, people will
say, we did this ourselves.”
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EAST IS EAST

@®_ When Westerners interact with
® Chinese managers and leaders,
they often come away from the expe-
rience confused and frustrated. Com-
mon Western responses include per-
ceptionsthat Chineseleadersrefuse to
actdecisively, fail to respond candidly,
are ambiguous about their goals and
objectives, and generally do not act
like “leaders.” To many Western ex-
ecutives, this appears to be ineffectual
or even deceitful, making it difficult
to build good working relationships.
However, if we examine leadership
through a cross-cultural lens, the pic-
ture canlook quite different.

In many ways, current manage-
ment thought as taughtin many parts
of the world is based on the original
Greek concept of the ideal and pur-
poseful action. Strategy appears as
the art of arranging means towards
desired end states. Corporate vision
and mission make for a concrete
definition of organizational ideals.
Executives manage by objectives,
and leaders strive to actively move
the firm closer to achieving business
goalsandideals thatare carefullyand
publicly defined and implemented.

Chinese tradition, on the other
hand, emphasizes positioning one-
self in the flow of reality in a more
passive way, so that we can discover
its coherence and benefit from its
natural evolution. Rather than estab-
lishing a set of objectives for action,
one has to flow within the potential
of each situation and the dynamics
that the situation affords. As such,
leaders must locate themselves in
such a position that the desired path
of events becomes the only viable
alternative, the same way that they
donot force the enemy (militarily or
commercially) into a situation where
their only alternative is to behave
bravely against them.

CULTURAL INTELLIGENCE

@®_ Managers facing global assign-
@ ments need to think about how
they conceptualize leadership and
managing people. What does this
mean to them as a manager? Do they
believe in a one-size-fits-all approach
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or a more tailored approach that
recognizes local differences? Do
they take a universal or normative
or contingency approach? And what
are the limitations of their approach
in the field where it matters? Finally,
is there a better — perhaps broader
— way to do this? Spending a bit of
time considering just what leader-
ship means can go alongway towards
preparing managers for success in
upcoming global assignments.

Second, with this understanding
- and with their antenna out - man-
agers on global assignments can and
should go the extra mile to under-
stand the uniqueness of the local en-
vironment and work toaccommodate
cultural differences where they exist.
This is not to suggest that managers
“go native.” Such a move risks losing
authenticity as a manager, leading to
confusion and often distrust among
subordinates. And, indeed, there are
many examples of foreign leaders
whowere chosenlargelybecause they
would approach theirjobsinradically
different ways, not local ones. Con-
sider the selection of Carlos Ghosn
at Nissan or Howard Stringer at
Sony. These executives were selected
primarily because the companies
wanted change, not continuity, there-
by requiring a mold-breaking leader-
ship style. But this taskis seldom easy.

Hence, the challenge for global
managers is not to capriciously try to
imitate local behavior - a task fraught
withrisk and often doomed to failure.
Rather, itis to try to understand local
conditions and then act in authentic
ways that are compatible, but not
necessarily synonymous, with local
expectations. Being unique can often
prove to be a successful behavioral
strategy, so long as such behavior is
clearly understood by others to be
supportive of local goals and objec-
tivesand not contradictory to cultural
values and expectations.

Leading people from different cul-
tures and, in fact, being led by people
from different cultures, opens up con-
siderable opportunities to learn more
about ourselves, discover new ways of
doing things, and find creative solu-
tions to both old and new problems.

CHINESE
TRADITION
EMPHASIZES
POSITIONING
ONESELF IN
THE FLOW OF
REALITYTO
BENEFIT FROM
ITSNATURAL
EVOLUTION.
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