
Leadership systems, 
how we are involved 
and what to take away
Whether we like what has happened or not, recent events 
have provided huge leadership learning opportunities for 
politicians, leaders, senior managers, and all of us. Recent 
events, nationally and internationally, were intriguing and 
many people still seem stressed by the election of Trump, 
Brexit and so on, and trying to make sense of it.  
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When the United Kingdom voted for Brexit 
and then Donald Trump became President 
of the United States, commentators 
ascribed the phenomenon to voters’ 
characteristics, values and world views. 
In the latter case it was also seen to be 
all about the strengths (or, depending 
on whom you listen to, flaws) of the 
individual character and behaviour.  
However, from a leadership perspective 
it is much deeper than this. If we look at 
this from a perspective of leadership 
systems and processes, we  see radically 
different explanations.

The false focus on the one – what is 
our role in the leadership system?
Commentators typically focus on the 
individual person: However, ascribing 
the events only to one person’s 
individual characteristics, style, values 
or world view is cutting it too short. It is 
also a ‘cop out’ for all others involved.  
Leadership research says that people 
instead decide if they see something 
they value or agree with in a person 
and endorse her or him based on what 
they see.
 
Let’s look at the other side of the 
coin: Who is detached in the 
leadership process?
We should consider how the people 
who have not supported the successful 

outcomes or engaged at all have 
contributed to the current dynamics.  

Non-action and the laissez faire behaviour 
of “us”, followers, and observers becomes 
a key ingredient of leadership outcomes. 
Many people in organisations and society 
are not content with the developments 
they face, but they rarely or never speak 
up, or assume someone else is stepping 
up to prevent the difficult developments.
 
Who is then detached from the leadership 
process? Those who seemingly do not 
benefit from societal developments, 
or those who are benefitting from 
developments but do not consider it 
worthwhile to protect, or to make it 
sustainable for, other communities? 

On the positive side: Influence and 
action at the top matters 
We might not have seen the best of 
leaders recently, but people at the top 
of institutions in society and business do 
have influence, just in a different way to 
what they or we expect. 

It is less about personality of leaders, 
and more about how they shape the 
systems, structures, rules, culture, and 
the narratives and promises with which we 
operate. Carefully managed, systematic 
leadership can have huge and positive 
implications; if it is not so carefully done, 
negative implications can arise!
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Looking ahead systematically to 
the big questions 
People compare the narratives and 
promises they were presented with 
when choosing to follow a leader 
with what occurs in reality. What 
happens if promises of the leaders 
we support are not fulfilled or 
bluntly ignored? 

The radically important questions  
for the next decades are:
• How can our trust in the 
 decision-making of people who  
 are elected, or given top roles,  
 be revitalised? 

• How can decision makers 
 re-learn  to respect the people  
 

 from whom they get authority  
 and legitimacy? 

• Will leaders start to create 
 alignment and clarity beyond 
 their  immediate audiences 
 and in divided constituencies, 
 to redevelop long-term 
 trusting relationships? 
 
And finally, in recent events, 
the public were exposed to 
massive levels of toxic language 
and narratives by influential 
people. There is an important 
need for healing in and between 
parts of our divided societies. 
A big systemic leadership quest!


