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In search of a biocompatible leadership
model
Introduction How leadership is defined may be viewed as a subject for academic
philosophical researchers alone and not something neither a leader nor an individual that
wants to exercise leadership needs to deal with. However, as K. Grint puts it in his book
Leadership: Limits and possibilities. (2005) [1] ― …the importance of the definition is not
simply to delineate a space in a language game…how we define leadership has vital
implications for how organizations work – and don´t work‖.
The reason behind his statement is simply that how we conceive reality, will influence
how we act in it. In his book, he illustrates how different views on leadership affect
…‖the way leadership is perceived, enacted, recruited and supported.‖
If for instance, leadership in an organization is strongly connected to result or outcome,
this will influence not only how formal leaders and individuals within an organization
will be evaluated but also how the organization will be organized as well as what projects
will be initiated. If leadership in an organization is viewed to be strongly connected to
individuals, traits or skills and behaviors, it will determine who will become a leader
which in turn will affect the culture and what processes, tools, symbols and products will
be visible and which will not.
My purposes with the process of writing this essay were to:
1) develop a deeper understanding of my own leadership theory preferences,
2) reveal what leadership theory is advocated and why in literature relevant to my
research area; innovation management and engineering
3) understand how and what leadership theory will influence my research project
This essay will not fulfill these purposes completely in any sense. It must rather be
viewed as a design prototype. I use the term prototype here in the same way as we do
within an R & D setting. A prototype is an experimental design, physical or virtual,
which is often used as part of the product design process to allow engineers and designers
the ability to explore design alternatives, test theories and confirm performance prior to
starting production of a new product (which in this case would be a more complete or
mature fulfillment of the purposes stated above).
Further, I write process, as I see the reading, my use of the theories and models during the
reading of papers within my research area and the writing of the essay as part of a process
where my learning is the goal.

The title of the essay refers to a key term in biomaterial science; biocompatibility, which
if directly translated would mean compatible with life. This term is used to characterize
the desirable feature of non-biological materials or components that function as intended
in a biological environment (i.e inside the body).

Leadership Research During the course and reading of the literature some
categorization of the field as well as some trends or tendencies regarding the field of
leadership research have emerged:
1) Research methods
The field is dominated by the use of quantitative methods and the most common instrument is the
use of self-administered questionnaire. The number of studies using an qualitative approach has
increased but are still in minority [Bryman, 2004][2]. In an investigation of studies performed that
made use of both qualitative and quantitative methods the question whether these methods are
studying sufficiently similar leadership phenomena in order to be useful was raised. Research that
results in rich, highly contextualized findings can be difficult to link with quantitative studies that
seek to generate lawlike findings that transcend time and space.The result from the investigation
pinpointed at some areas where qualitative researchers on leadership have made important
contributions; in understanding leadership in relation to the change process; leaders as meaningor sensemakers, in the uncovering of new aspects of leadership like shared leadership, the impact
of contextual factors etc. The author emphasize the importance for the researcher being clear
about the distinctiveness of what each method has to offer, and engaging with a wider variety of
approaches to data collection.[2].
Another perspective as important as the selection of research method is an attention for the
researcher to use the appropriate level of analysis in her/his study in order to draw correct
conclusions. The research studies are either at micro (inter or interpersonal), meso
(organizational/contextual) or macro (venture, society) level or have a multiple-level approach.
Most common of all are micro studies and more specifically, the study of individuals in formal
leader positions in commercial businesses.
In a comprehensive investigation of 348 conceptual and empirical publications, Yammarino et al
2005 [3], showed that less than 10% of all publications addressed levels-of-analysis
appropriately. This discouraging result led the authors to gather a number of recommendations on
how to pursue this in order to advance theory building and theory testing in all areas of leadership
research.
2) Type of research studies

The leadership research may also according to my reading, be divided into three
categories regarding what types of research questions the study is answering to:
1) ―what´s going on, what is happening?‖ Dominated by research emanating from
practice, using qualitative methods.
2) ―what characterize and can be learned from a successful leadership?‖ Dominated
by research using quantitative methods.
3) ―what is the best way to improve leadership or organizational effectiveness?‖
Dominated by research using quantitative methods.
Studies with a focus on ―what’s going on, what is happening‖, aim to contribute to an
increased understanding of what individuals, organizations etc. are doing when leadership
is exercised in any form and what effect this seems to have on themselves, other

individuals, groups, things, the surroundings etc.. These types of studies are also trying to
reveal what leadership is or might be and what is effecting it (relations, context factors
etc.. Examples of these types of studies can be found in references [4,5]
The research that is focusing on ―what characterize and can be learnt from a successful
leadership‖, selects study samples (individuals, teams, projects, organizations etc.) that is
considered as being successful in what they are doing or who they are (successful is predefined differently in different studies like goal fulfillment, ethically etc..) and tries then
to reveal what leadership characteristics can be connected to the success in order to find
best practice.
Finally, research focusing on leadership, team and organizational development, aims to
develop different programs, initiatives, structures etc. with the purpose to improve the
leadership or organization practice. Some studies within this category are also trying to
understand the effect different developmental programs have on the leadership
effectiveness or quality. Exampels of these types of studies can be found in references
[6,7,8].
3) Leadership models and theories
In order to describe different models or characteristics of leadership scholars have used
different ways of categorization. K. Grint [1] makes his categorization using four
headings: Leadership as person, results, process or position. By proceeding form these
categories, he illustrate the (good and bad) consequences for organizations of different
kind for each ―worldview‖ as mentioned in the introduction of this essay.
B. Jackson and K. Parry (2008) [9] makes use of another type of categorization when
trying to give a short overview of the different ―schools‖ or perspectives of leadership
research. They give a broad array of different (modern) theories within the field. The
dominating field, leadership research that has a focus on leaders in a formal position (the
kind of leadership research that has and still is dominating the field) is discussed together
with theories where the follower is in focus ore more specifically the relationship
between the follower and the leader (or between follower and followers and context).
They bring in cultural as well as critical perspectives on leadership and discuss leadership
models focusing on the intent of the leader (ethical, spiritual, authentic etc.) along with
leadership models inspired from artistic fields (referring to that leadership is more art
than science).
P. G Northouse, (2007) [10] is another scholar that in his book Leadership. Theory and
Practice (2007) [xx] tries to give an overview of different leadership models. He is
pedagogically illustrating different concepts by using cases and including an explicit
chapter for both strengths and weaknesses or criticisms of different aspects of each
concept. He also adds information of popular or common instruments used for evaluating
each concept.
He starts describing the ―earliest‖ schools of leadership research (concepts that are still
vital), concepts dealing with individual traits, followed by skills and behaviors/styles. He
continues with discussing the situational and contingency leadership models (context or
relational dependencies) as well as Path-goal theory, leader-member exchange model
(LMX) and the today most dominant theory; transformational (including charismatic)

leadership. He includes a section focusing on team leadership, the psychodynamic
approach, women and leadership and finally, ethical leadership.
The most dominating leadership models or concepts are the ones dealing with traits or
skills/behaviors and the transformational leadership model. The reason behind the focus
on leaders’ individual character is most probably due to that the leadership research field
attracts many researchers in psychology in combination with that it has been formal
leaders in commercial businesses that have been most eager to finance studies and learn
more about leadership.
Transformational leadership has been the dominating model for the last decades. With
transformational means a leadership that transform the attitudes and motivations, and
consequently behaviors of followers (this expresses the same desire organizations put in
innovations – the desire for a successful innovation is that it will transform the market i.e
change the behavior of the customers to the benefit of the organization). What is said to
bind the transformational leadership literature together is the conception ―the leader as
someone who defines organizational reality through the articulation of a vision and the
generation of strategies to realize this vision‖. [9].
Transformational leadership is many times discussed in relation to transactional
leadership. Sometimes, these are viewed as forming a dichotomy where transactional
refers to the more administrative tasks (represented by for instance formal contracts,
performance management systems etc.:) involved in the exchange between the leader and
the follower and the transformational the visionary and strategic (compare the distinction
between managing and leading) task. Many studies recognize that the most successful
leaders are the one´s that know when to swift between transformational activities and
transactional leadership. Further, key aspects of transformational leadership are leaders
(moral) values and trust (between leaders and followers).
4) Personal reflections on leadership models/theories:
By participating in seminars and by reading literature that aims to give us as broad
perspective as possible on leadership theory and research has been highly valuable and
contributed to my understanding of what I have experienced as a formal as well as an
informal leader or individual.
I have during my reading kept track of what I see, feel and think when leadership is
described and defined as this or that and concluded that all definitions and theories are
attractive in different aspects. I do, however, have a preference for certain orientations. I
view, feel and think of leadership as a process, an interaction, an inter-relational or inter –
context/hybridial (?)( in an attempt to include K. Grint’s definitions of hybrids) process.
Leadership exist in my perspective not only between individuals but also between an
individual/groups and task, symbol, ideas, stories etc.I view Leadership as a process that
involves the creation, holding and releasing of tension in some type of collaborative
effort.(I find it hard to use influence as I find that word too unspecific and it does not add
anything to my understanding of what is actually going on but maybe someone would
call my talk about tensions influence?). The purpose of leadership has to do with some
kind of sense-making. I am still in a process where I try to define this more precisely but
it is not the type of sense-making that refers to creating visions; it has more to do with
some kind of temporal coherence or mutual insights.

If I had to select some kind of label from the leadership research literature, it would be
distributed leadership as this is the type of leadership model I most easily can apply on
my experience in practice. No surprise, as distributed leadership is about leadership
practice rather than leaders or their roles, functions, routines, and structures. It’s a
concept that takes leadership practice as its starting point. Leaders act in situations that
are defined by others' actions. From a distributed perspective, it is in these interactions
that leadership practice is constructed.[11] (As I will discuss later on, I find however the
concept labeled Complexity Leadership Theory the most appealing of present models
because this models also takes context into consideration to a larger degree than does
distributed or shared leadership concepts. I have however some concerns also for that
model which I will describe later in conjunction to my discussion about this model.)
The two main critique arguments towards distributed leadership, as I read them, are that it
does not add something new to existing leadership models or that it will not work in
practice (or is not efficient). You can not have several individuals to lead, at least not on
the top‖because someone has to have the final say‖ [11].
Even though I am not enough knowledgeable in the field of leadership research to judge
whether the first argument is correct or not, I believe it fulfills an important purpose in
being very clear about that leadership is not only about the formal leaders. As discussed
earlier in this essay, the fact that the numbers of studies that have actually studied
leadership in practice are in minority compared to the traditional ones (using
questionnaires) shows that this view has not been shared by the majority of scholars.
And once again, how we conceive reality will affect the way we act in it.
When referring to my own experience, I honestly admit that before participating in this
course, I thought that the leadership research field was an area I needed to respond to, not
that it would include theories that I now realize will form part of my theory base.
Naively, you could argue, since my research project is about developing organizations.
Although I do not blame anybody else for this misconception, the course has been very
illustrative in revealing to me how research concepts or theories that have become all too
dominating within its field (in this case the focus on leaders traits/skills and the
transformational model) can assist in the production of adverse feelings and prejudices in
an individual about a certain research area. As a formal leader in a global, US owned
company for more than ten years I have gone through several leadership development
programs, both in Sweden as well as in US. I have read several ―leadership handbooks‖
and have experienced and experimented with a vast amount of different ways to organize,
communicate and lead. The dominating leadership theories in research have also been
central for most of these programs/popular literature. The charismatic, inspiring (male)
leader that has the ability to develop and communicate a clear vision and strategies that
transform a whole organization working committed towards challenging goals is (or at
least have been) an ideal that have influenced not only Americans but have been spread
worldwide.
However, my experience in practice on what is viewed as an ideal are many times in
contrast to what is actually happening in reality in terms of how we evaluate and promote
leaders (at least on lower levels of management but interestingly, lately in my own

organization also on the upper management level) as well as how the every-day
leadership turns out. An every-day leadership that is more about taking care and handle
incidents and dilemmas than creating grand visions and strategies. As illustrated in Ref
[4,5]
This tension, that is created between what we expect or set up as ideals (or norms)
compared to how things really turns out in reality , creates frustration or confusion in
leaders. Based on his research studies at Ericsson, M. Tyrstrup [5] describes this
phenomenon and makes a point about the importance to make explicit what the norms are
in terms of what we actually do. He noted how leaders felt relieved when they realized
that it is rather this every-day- leadership (a lot of handling of incidents and dilemmas)
that they are performing that is the norm rather than the planned and inspiring effort that
you read about.
C. Sandahls description of all types of projections that leaders are subject to is another
result from the focus on leaders as individuals. As C. Sandahl stated during his seminar
― I believe that the reason why leaders are or should be so well-paid is due to the fact that
these leaders are subject to a very high degree of projections‖ (my translation).
A distributed leadership model means that the distribution of projections most probably
also will be distributed and thus add to the stress relief of the leaders.
However, it also implicates that the power or authority will be distributed (and the salary
differences…) which may be one reason why this model has not been developed to the
same extent as others with a monoleader focus.
(I will return to meet the second argument towards distributed leadership; ―someone has
to have the final say‖ later in the discussion part of this essay.)
To conclude this part I would like to add that I do not say that the focus on leaders’ traits,
skills/style nor the focus on encouraging a transformational leadership in organizations
has no value. My point is that when a preference is becoming too dominating, it makes
us tunnel visional and we are not able to see how we can do things (or are already doing)
things differently and hopefully better in the sense of effectiveness or quality. And I am
far from alone in expressing this – even in the 30´s this was argued among scholars
(Barnard 1938).

Innovation management & engineering Innovation is a top
priority for almost all businesses today. In one way, it has always been important for a
firm to generate and realize new valuable ideas. However, today, it is has become even
more important to innovate at a high pace to be able to survive in the turbulent and
unstable marketplace.
The purpose of my Ph D research project (started in June-09) is to contribute to a deeper
understanding on how established firms improve/develop their innovation capability i.e
the capability to generate and realize new ideas. The implementation and effect of the
different actions an organization performs in order to improve this capability is mapped
out and problematized. The management of barriers and opportunities in relation to the
innovation work as well as to the change process itself are identified and analyzed. The
project has a system theory perspective which means that the interplay between the parts
in an organization and between the parts and the whole organization is in focus.

The project aims to improve the course of action for the innovation work and process of
an organization and lead to a deeper understanding for how barriers and opportunities can
be managed in an organization that wants to improve its innovation capability.
The project is performed using an interactive research approach in one company and by
using different qualitative and quantitative methods in another 5-7 companies.
Presently I am involved in two sub-projects; one studying how the implementation of an
innovation performance management system effects an organization and another project
relating to external information absorption.

Learning leadership theory by prototyping As stated in the
introduction of this essay, one of the purposes with the process of writing this essay is to
try to reveal what leadership theory is advocated and why in literature relevant to my
research area; innovation management and engineering.
The reason for me to pursue this is two-folded; first, I get a chance to gain some insights
of how innovation is linked to leadership in extant literature and second, this exercise is a
way for me to learn what I have learnt in terms of leadership research. By reading papers
using ―leadership eye-glasses‖ I will develop a deeper understanding of how leadership
theory has or can have an impact on my research project.
I started with the selection of relevant journals within the area of Innovation Management
and Engineering. Four papers were selected based on ranking and type of journals
(Harvard Business Review (HBR), R & D Management, Journal of product innovation
and management and Technovation).
Further, I decided also to select an academic peer reviewed journal within the leadership
theory field. I selected Leadership Quarterly (LQ) due to that it was extensively refereed
to in the literature we have been recommended to read.
I made a searches for papers no older than five years (seven years for LQ) using the
combination of Innovation and Leadership in several databases accessed by KTHB.
After glancing through these papers I decided only to make use of the papers presented in
HBR along with the papers selected from LQ.
The reason was that I realized I would not have the time to go through all papers and
since HBR is the first choice and well spread among practicians, I found it to be in an
interesting contrast to the academic journal, LQ.
To support my reading of the HBR papers, I used the questions described below (given to
us by M. Tyrstrup, during the first seminar in the course).
During my reading of the papers in LQ, I used a more traditional approach, and looked
for what was written about leadership related to innovation.
The following questions served as a support during my reading of the papers in HBR and
short answers for each of these questions can be found for each paper in the tables
following this section.

Where do we find leadership? In persons or between persons?
What differs leadership from other social influences/interactions like caring, parenting,
being violent etc.? Being visible?

When is leadership exercised? As a cause to why things happens, when things happens
or afterwards (when writing the history)? Can it be performed now and then?
How is it manifested? When is leadership visible in any sense?
Why is leadership existing? Is it necessary in the world for instance for making
prioritization, solve conflicts etc etc? Its raison détre.
Who/Whom are included? Who are the agents?
Answers to these questions as described in the tables, in Appendix 1 are personal
reflections and they have not been subject to any additional review by colleagues or any
leadership research experts. (I have also added a column where I took notes on metaphors
related to leadership, leaders and organizations etc.).

Discussion
1) Harvard Business Review papers.
All of the 11 papers selected for this essay are written either by CEO´s or co-founders of
commercial successful companies or by popular or influencing scholars within the area of
innovation and creativity management. The target readers of these papers seem to be
leaders in formal positions in different kinds of businesses that have an interest in how to
improve creativity and innovation capability. Most of the papers address in some or the
other way, how an organization should do (or not do) in order to become more creative
and leveraging innovations.
Almost all papers (9 out of 11) state that the leader plays a major part and discuss what
and how specific skills must be developed in order to become successful.
In two papers, the context or the organization itself (not individual leaders) is expressed
to play the major part (Byron Reeves et al and Vijay Govindarajan et al).
In three of the papers, the mix between traits and skills of the individual leader is stated
as most important to become successful (Alan Klapmeier and Jeffrey H Dyer and Jeffrey
Cohn). Although, in only one of these (Alan Klapmeier) expresses the classical ―hero
story‖ – the tough and lonely guy who fights against the rest of the world.
In 7 of 11 papers, transformational leadership characteristics are advocated. In one of
these, a paper by Gary Hemel regarding what I would refer to as authentic or spiritual
leadership (considered to be variants of transformational) represent a mix of
transformational ideals and the belief in that everybody can and needs to exercise
leadership (distributed leadership).
When it comes to what core skills the leader needs, two papers emphasizes strong
analytical skills and an ability to grasp complexity and strategy thinking (Steven Prokesh,
Jeffrey Cohn and Jeffrey Dyer).Leadership in their view is more or less to function as the
creative brain of the company. Other papers express the need for leaders to develop skills
that enhance collaborations (Byron Reeves, Laura Hill, Ed Catmull, Teresa Amabile et
al). Both Teresa Amabile and Ed Catmull mention how context like technical tools or the
design of a building can support the collaborations.
Three of the authors (Gary Hemel, Byron Reeves and Vijay Govindarajan et al) believes
everybody has the potential to lead now and then whereas the rest of the authors
expresses that this is something that only selected individuals can do. Only two authors
explicitly refer to the importance of having skills or experience in handling cultural
difference (Brian Reeves and Laura Hill).

Relating to the leadership literature described earlier in this essay, it comes as no surprise
that transformational leadership dominates the picture also in papers published in HBR.
Most of the authors make references to the importance of effective collaborations and
three puts this skill or ability of creating conditions for enhancing collaborative efforts
and organizations in the forefront.
In the paper (Laura Hill) which is a conversation with Laura Hill, responsible for
Harvard MBA programs, she starts talking about the leader as a shepherd (leading from
behind) but during the interview her metaphors changes and she starts talking about the
leader as the collective genius instead, an expression I find highly interesting. She
realizes that the metaphor where people are referred to as a bundle of sheep is outdated
and she invents a new metaphor where the leader instead is described as the collective
genius. I first, thought that this expression meant that the collective is genius (i.e
distributed leadership is preferable), but after re-reading I believe she means that the
leader needs to be excellent in handling a collective…i.e transformational leadership.
I find the (Bryan Reeves) paper on Online games to be the most interesting paper. It
discusses how today´s leadership may learn from looking into how players in OnLine
games are dealing with leadership.
One of the player’s states; Leadership is a task, not an identity and when the researchers
ask what would be most helpful in a successful outcome, the players refers to changes in
the context. Everybody leads now and then and all decisions are taken ―organically‖ in
group settings (quickly). So, developing specific leaders is a non-issue.
When the concept of distributed leadership is criticized, one of the arguments is that
―somebody has to have the last say‖. If we believe that our future leaders are already
taking leadership courses by playing Online games that may never become a problem.
2) Leadership Quarterly papers
The seven papers selected from Leadership Quarterly can be found in the table in the
Appendix 1..
I did not find many papers in LQ that included the keyword innovation, why I also
included some papers older than five years (I could have included even more but I
decided to concentrate my present readings to a summary of a special issue). I have not
had the time to dig into this any deeper but I assume that it simply means that the
research study target for this journal is more related to other aspects of leadership
(strategies, communication, leader skills in administrations etc. etc.).
One of these papers describes a study on transformational leadership (Dong I.), another
two are literature reviews trying to reveal what kind of leadership is considered as most
successful regarding organizational innovations.
The study of transformational leadership finds a positive response between a
transformational leadership and both empowerment and an innovation-supporting
organizational climate. Since they find empowerment to be negatively correlated to
organizational innovations they ask whether this is cultural thing or if it can be that
empowerment is not an optimal leadership strategy in a creative process (something that
is supported elsewhere).
The literature review on R & D leadership (Teri Elkins) shows that transformational
project leaders who communicate an inspirational vision and provide intellectual

stimulation and leaders who develop a high-quality leader–member exchange (LMX)
relationship with project members, are associated with project success.
The summary of the several papers in a special issue ―Leading for innovation‖ (Mumford
et al), reveals that studies of transformational leadership have been the focus for these
papers. However, since the author of this summary keeps referring to his own studies all
the time I need to read those papers myself in order to understand what they are
concluding. Some takeaways from the summary are summarized in the table.
One paper is about spiritual leadership. It makes use of phenomenological research
methods which I find very interesting and would like to learn more about. I have tried to
summarize the findings of this paper in the table.
The remaining three of LQ papers reviewed (J. Hunt et al and two papers by M. Bien
Uhl), describes what is referred to as Complexity Leadership Theory. This theory is
based in complexity science and is referred to be a new theoretical high level model that
wants to describe how leadership in a highly changing environment looks like.
This concept sees leadership as an emergent, interactive dynamic—a complex interplay
between agents and the context. It is a process that only exists in, and is a function of,
interaction. Leaders in this concept are viewed as individuals who act in ways that
influences this dynamics and the outcomes.
I find this concept highly interesting and attractive as it aims to make a model that
integrates the informal leadership and the context with formal leadership structures. It
basically aims at mimicking or simulating the ―real life‖ of an organization (complexity
science like system theory has its origin from system biology).
In one sense, it can be viewed as a more complete model for the distributed leadership
concept mixed with transformational forms of leadership. I need to read more before I
can make a judgment whether this model adds something new to existing models or if it
is ―only‖ integrative in combining the present models. I believe though that it will add
something new at least when it will be supported with more empirical data.
I believe that if this model is to become a viable leadership model that will be useful for
our organizations (and not only just an interesting mathematical model), it requires a
close and appreciative collaboration between mathematicians and researchers performing
longitudinal qualitative leadership- or organizational studies. Based on my experiences
within the field of biomaterial science, I know that cross-disciplinary collaborations are
rare and require hard work but also that these collaborative efforts are able to create truly
novel and meaningful knowledge.
Referring back to the title I have chosen for this essay, maybe this leadership model
inherent the emergence of a biocompatible leadership?
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