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t’s tough at the top, as those at the top will testify. But it’s even tougher for
others who are not quite there yet. That’s not simply because these aspiring
leaders have less experience; the hidden wrinkle in the art of legacy building is
that most successful leaders are at a loss to explain exactly how they did it.
Some will describe in minute detail the steps in their own particular journey;
regrettably this teaching is of limited benefit once you realize it’s impossible to step
into the same stream twice (on the second occasion the stream may look similar,
but it’s never the same). What the aspiring leader needs is a skill not a formula.
Successful leaders agree on this: while formulating strategy may be difficult, making
strategy happen is their greatest challenge. Of course, no organisation is going to
sustain success if its leaders don’t know what has to happen. Some idea of the
destination is essential. But every journey has to start with a first step; so every
leader needs to set out with at least a draft route map. That much is basic. But the
best leaders, those who are consistently successful, also possess an extra-special
acuity; a practical understanding of what it feels like to travel on a shared journey
and a keen sense of what can happen to their best-laid plans along the way. The
astute leader will transform a plan into hard reality on the ground by adjusting to
practicalities while sustaining the momentum that drives a common sense of
purpose.
TWO DISCIPLINES - TWO PERSPECTIVES
Leadership is an eclectic discipline. We believe that successful leaders need at least
two sorts of skill. The most obvious of these is a feel for psychology, for, as we are
about to explain, the ability to engage the hearts and minds of stakeholders – fellow
travellers, customers, neighbours, supporters, even competitors - is key. Perhaps
less tangibly, the leader also needs a philosophical standpoint. One reason for this is
that however influential a leader may be, the orchestration of change is bound to
involve re-framing each audience’s picture of reality to some degree.
Furthermore, we strongly believe that there are two leadership perspectives which
are vital components in any leader’s toolkit. These are informed by scientific and
historical thought.
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THE SCIENTIFIC PERSPECTIVE
Leaders are justifiably distrustful of the so-called scientific approach. Their repulsion
stems from the consequences of widespread adoption of the mechanistic
management model advocated by industrial engineers Frederick W Taylor and Frank
Gilbreth which emerged in the early twentieth century. To many, Scientific
Management conjures images of a clipboard-wielding “organization and methods”
man in a white coat gazing at his stopwatch while totally de-humanizing the work
experience. A precursor to the notorious business process engineering school of
thought, this logical and linear approach was once hailed for its contribution toward
increased productivity and business performance. Regrettably the warnings Adam
Smith made in The Wealth of Nations published back in 1776 were left unheeded.
Smith said that while the division of labour was indeed the prime cause of economic
progress, the effect of this reductionist1 approach on the worker’s mental
capabilities, sentiments and judgements was disastrous. The challenge remains to
find a way of shifting from Theory X to Theory Y while embracing that kind of
scientific thought which will make strategy happen2. After all, science must remain
the cornerstone of leadership to the extent that strategy is about moving from the
present into the future through the application of wisdom.
HOW LEADERSHIP SCIENCE IS DIFFERENT
While the physical sciences (Figure 1) deal with those laws which are most useful in
predicting the unique consequences of a well-defined cause, leadership juggles with
the many possible outcomes (only one of which will actually happen) resulting from
an often “fuzzy” event. The job of the strategist is to optimize the probability of a
desirable outcome. In this venture the aspiration of leadership is essentially the
same as in physics, it is only the complex human nature of the subject matter which
differs. The extent of this difference is prescribed by diversity of the human
condition. Emerging leaders with whom we regularly work often exclaim “it would
be so easy to implement our strategy if only people weren’t involved.”

www.lslyons.com
www.cttg.org

+44 (0)870 787 2209
+44 (0)1438 840 927

2

HOW TO CRACK THE TOUGHEST LEADERSHIP CHALLENGE OF ALL

F IGURE 1. H ARD AND S OFT S CIENTIFIC C HANGE

THE HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE
Strategy is history in the making. While the historian scrutinizes past events in an
effort to uncover relationships between cause and effect in human affairs, the
leader starts with some desirable future outcome and strives to orchestrate its
promotion. With analysis replaced by a sense of purpose, strategy is simply history
turned through 180 degrees. Astute Historians have much to offer leadership
thinking. Indeed, the very idea of the scope of leadership is among the topics
historians, and indeed philosophers, discuss with much gusto3.
SITUATIONAL INTELLIGENCE ™
Situational Intelligence is our name for the technology which transforms these
philosophical, psychological, historical, and scientific threads into a leader’s practical
toolkit. Our purpose: to help leaders make strategy happen. Our social thesis is that
the probability of getting a desirable outcome can be vastly enhanced by investing
conscious effort into recognising and understanding the main motivational factors
which bring the present plan into future reality -- through the motivated actions of
those real people who form our total extended project team. Based on our Theory
of Change, the primary tools are The Stakeholder Map and The Motivational Vector
of Change – L.I.V.E. which recognise the many alternative inferences different
audiences may draw when participating in the same situation.
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F IGURE 2. T HE S ITUATIONAL I NTELLIGENCE M ODEL SHOWING S TAKEHOLDER M AP AND THE
M OTIVATIONAL V ECTOR OF C HANGE

A THEORY OF CHANGE
Of course, no leader is a magician; any change in the real world must confirm to the
Laws of Physics. In order to succeed, projects must be properly resourced and the
business plan must be feasible. We assume that leaders already know this; all the
problems we face lie not in technical resourcing, but in the hearts and minds of the
people involved in and affected by our intervention. It is in this softer area where
our theory of change applies.
The greatest danger faced by leaders orchestrating change is almost invisible, a
quality which makes it the deadliest peril. It lies is the assumption that the leader
knows in advance what effects will emanate from her actions. The world is more
counter-intuitive than we often suppose. It is no surprise, therefore, that successful
leaders tend to be the most humble. Indeed, the finest work on the assumption
that, while they may harbour a strong hunch about cause and effect, they really
have no idea whether their theory will work on each particular occasion. In this
respect the best leaders follow the scientific approach, seeing their present reality
as another opportunity to test out the current paradigm (Table 1).
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This focused curiosity sets their agenda for enquiry. While the physicist is forced to
wait for experimental data to become observable, the leader is fortunate in that she
may take a more proactive approach by asking questions of key stakeholders before
the outcome has taken place. It is often said that a scientific approach is more
difficult to apply to the social sphere, but one huge advantage is often overlooked:
the experimental scientist cannot ask the molecules how they intend to behave.
And in the event it should turn out that our human subjects act in a manner other
than agreed, or if we find that they simply do not agree with our plan, then we have
the powers of contracting and negotiating at our disposal to help make a purposeful
outcome more probable.
T ABLE 1. T HE PLACE OF THEORY

Scientific Method - 1
Observe Data
Formulate hypothesis
Design experiment
Conduct experiment
Draw experimental
conclusions
Develop towards general
theory through more
experimentation

Business
Project

Situational
Intelligence
Change

Scientific
Method - 2

Formulate feasible
business plan

Translate policy into
situational impacts

Observe whether new
data fits current theory

Build resources

Identify potentially
impacted
stakeholders

Postulate forensic
implications

Implement
Evaluate

Research
stakeholder
motivation
Construct messages

Develop multiple
theories
Conduct Experimental
Research
Assess risk

Engage in dialogue
Contract and
Negotiate
Re-evaluate situation

Although at the outset a leader may not know specifically how their current
situation will develop (see Figure 2), the Situational Intelligence approach offers a
general model from which a research agenda may be constructed and applied. Our
research agenda is a key practical tool which directly addresses risk by making the
strategic objective more likely to materialize. A leader uses this to set up forums,
which can range from a boardroom presentation to a chat by the coffee machine, so
that key stakeholders can engage in purposeful dialogue.
This dialogue needs to take place in order that the motivational context of the
developing situation supports change towards the desired outcome. Indeed, it can
be rightly said that the research agenda is the vitally important soft component
(sometimes missing) of the successful business process.
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MOTIVATION
The central psychological idea behind our model is that collective motivation is the
force which transforms situations. It is important to say that our system has been
constructed for practical application. For this reason the model must (and indeed
does) contain components that are non-logical. Being practical, we also have to
explicitly recognize those emotional components of human behaviour. Thus, a
leader may find it frustrating when a business partner on whom she depends seems
to be acting irrationally. If this is the extent of her response, then her approach is
futile. People do on occasions act irrationally; this means that the leader, and our
model, must take that into account. Our leader will need to uncover and employ all
the key motivational levers if she is to influence her business partner who thinks or
acts differently. Indeed, this very act of engagement, dialog and negotiation may
cause the partner to actively inform, influence or motivate a modified and better
plan. We have set out to make these motivational levers the dimensions of our
model. This is consonant with our change approach which prizes learning over
dictatorship, and with our risk attitude which prioritizes total business success far
above the mechanistic elimination of identifiable barriers in the way of project
implementation.
OUR BACKGROUND AND MOTIVATION
This paper was written to capture important insights from the experience of two
practicing agents of change over several decades. We set out to crystallize an
understanding of our subject beyond the fashionable knee-jerk methods of failure
that are currently taught. Our models were developed within a semi-structured
conversation which took place intermittently over four years.
We hope to have made some inroads in overcoming the legacy problem we stated
in our opening paragraph. We do not expect (nor indeed wish) our audience to copy
the activities which we have found to be successful. Instead, we present a
framework – a way of thinking about leadership – which we hope will accelerate the
thought processes of busy leaders who are presented daily with complex problems
“on the fly” and could benefit from a framework of effective approaches.
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A theory claiming that complex systems can be completely understood in terms of
their individual components.
2

These perspectives were coined by Douglas McGregor. See The Human Side of
Enterprise.
3

See, for example War and Peace, Chapter 11 and Isaiah Berlin’s critique of Tolstoy
in The Hedgehog and the Fox.
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