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Abstract

In management and leadership scholarships, organisations are often regarded as entities established as vehicles for
the owners so that the owners can achieve their goals. Arguably, the purpose of managerial leadership research is to
provide managers with knowledge which beneﬁts organisations. The purpose of this article is to assess whether current
managerial leadership research is relevant and helpful to managers or not. Five studies (March & Sutton, 1997; Collins,
2001; Richard et al., 2009; Hiller et al., 2011; Andersen, 2013), which contain data from a total of 2,479 articles, have
revealed that the relationship between formal leadership (management) and organisational eﬀectiveness is seldom
studied. When eﬀectiveness is addressed it is rarely deﬁned and almost never measured. It is, indeed, no surprise that
six studies (Burack, 1979; Calas & Smircich, 1988; Astley & Zamuto, 1992; House & Aditya, 1997; Ghoshal, 2005;
Brownlie et al., 2008) have shown that managers regard leadership research both irrelevant and useless.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The purpose of research is to solve problems.
It is a question of what the problem is and who has
the problem. The purpose of medical research, for
instance, is to provide those who practice medicine
with knowledge that enables them to cure diseases,
to relieve pain, and to enhance individuals’ health.
Medical research thus beneﬁts patients. Van Aken
(2004) also used the analogy between management
and medicine. The development of more instrumental management theory might be regarded as privileging only managers. However, Van Aken (2004)
argued, this kind of research will also beneﬁt other
employees and owners.

Is current managerial leadership research relevant and helpful to managers? Private enterprises
and public agencies are established in order to
achieve speciﬁc goals. Managers’ main task and
prime concern is to contribute to the attainment of
organisational goals. Hambrick and Quigley (2014,
p. 473) have written: ‘indeed, an understanding of
executive eﬀects can be thought of as fundamen-

tally important for much organizational science.’ Arguably, the purpose of managerial leadership is to
provide managers with knowledge that beneﬁts organisations and their owners. Is this the case?

2. WHY ARE ORGANISATIONS
ESTABLISHED?

This article addresses the topic of leadership in
formal organisations. Consequently, the question of
how organisations should be studied emerges. As
Scott (2003, p. 11) has written: ‘Most analysts have
conceived of organisations as social structures created by individuals to support the collaborative pursuit of speciﬁed goals. Common for rationalistic
organisation theories is that organisations are oriented to the pursuit of relatively speciﬁc goals.
Goals are speciﬁc to the extent that they are explicit,
clearly deﬁned, and provide unambiguous criteria
for selecting between alternative activities. A common characteristic of open system theories is that
they deﬁne organisations “as congeries of interdependent ﬂows and activities linking shifting coali-
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tions of participants embedded in wider materialresource and institutional environments” (Scott
2003, p. 29). The issue of whether or not organisations can be studied with a focus on the goals for organised action constitutes the watershed between
the rationalistic and system perspectives.

3. RATIONALISTIC ORGANISATION THEORY

Organisations are social phenomena. Rationalistic theory views the organisation as an instrument,
that is, a rationally designed means for the realisation of explicit goals set by a particular group of people (Scott, 2003). In management and business
administration, organisations are regarded as contrived entities that are established as vehicles for
the owners and their goal-attainment. One of the
universal characteristics of organisations is the presence of a goal or purpose. A goal is a description of
a future, a desired state. Some organisations are established where the owners are the prime beneﬁciary, namely, business enterprises (Blau & Scott,
1962). Goal-attainment is therefore the central issue
and the basic deﬁnition of eﬀectiveness in management theory.

The ﬁrm – as one type of organisation – is perceived clearly and undoubtedly as rationalistic in
theories of business administration and management (Douma & Schreuder, 2002). The ﬁrm comprises one or more individuals who pursue the goal
of generating dividends from the capital invested.
This very goal motivates its establishment. The
major diﬀerence between private companies and
public agencies is the motive behind the establishment. A private organisation is in operation because
some individuals (or other organisations) have decided to invest their funds into it. The enterprise is
in operation as long as the owners wish it to continue and the market allows it. In contrast, a public
organisation is in operation because a political decision has been made to establish it. The public
agency remains in operation until a decision is made
to cease its operations.
Rationalistic theory highlights the relationship
between the owners and managers. Shareholders
need to delegate control to a few directors and managers who can run the company on their behalf
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(Letza et al., 2004). The main goal of the organisation
is not an issue for the managers. For the manager
the goal is imperative, an order. As Maghroori and
Rolland (1997, p. 80) have written on managers:
‘They [the managers] do not exist for their own sake.
They are to serve the organization’s goal and mission
and they remain at all times subservient to it.’

4. OPEN SYSTEM THEORY

Open system theory emerged as a reaction to
and is an argument against rationalistic theory. This
perspective is based on the seminal work of Katz
and Kahn (1978). They rejected the idea of studying
organisations on the basis of goals. It is imperative
to note that Katz and Kahn (1978) did not address
the issue of ownership. Organisations are dependent on other organisations and groups in order to
acquire input and to ﬁnd outlets for their products
and services. Katz and Kahn (1978) have named
other organisations ‘constituent groups’ or ‘constituencies’. However, the concept of constituency
is not well deﬁned. Theoretically, all constituent
groups are equally important (Katz & Kahn, 1978;
Pesueux & Damak-Ayadi, 2005).

System theory does not regard the organisation
primarily as an instrument for the realisation of the
owners’ goals. Katz and Kahn (1978, p. 244f) regarded survival as the sovereign criterion of eﬀectiveness while goal-attainment is not a criterion at
all. Rather, the organisation is perceived as a structure that responds to and adjusts itself to a multitude of demands from various constituents
(stakeholders) and tries to maintain balance by reconciling these demands. Katz and Kahn (1978) have,
however, regarded organisational goals as abstractions or generalisations of future activities and behaviours in organisations on a general level. System
theory uses the notion of constituents to explain
how goals emerge. Goals are formulated through a
complex process involving diﬀerent and possibly
competing expectations from the constituents.

Rationalistic organisation theory regards the
goal as an independent variable and as the primary
controlling factor in the organisation’s activities. In
contrast, open system theory does not see goals as
controlling the organisation’s activities. Goals are
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conceived as a dependent variable, a product of the
activities that take place in the organisation. Or to
put it diﬀerently, according to rationalistic theory,
the goal comes ﬁrst and then the organisation is established. In system theory it is the other way
round. Since all organisations have goals a question
arises: whose goals are they? Rationalistic organisation theory is crystal clear on this matter: the goals
for the organisation are the owners’. According to
system theory the answer is, however, less clear. Rationalistic organisation theory focuses on owners,
executives, and organisational goals. Most literature
on organisation theory is, however, based on open
system theory, which marginalises the importance
of goals and owners.

5. ON GOALS AND GOAL-ATTAINMENT

Now, who decides the organisational goals? Is
it the owners, the managers or the stakeholders? In
the ﬁnal analysis, the critical question is not who inﬂuences the organisational goals but who decides
them. It is the owners (principals) of the organisation who have goals for the organisation they own.
Oﬃcial goals do not simply emerge. The founders
(owners, principals) must state the main goals when
the ﬁrm is to be registered with the authorities. The
main goal of a speciﬁc business enterprise is a description of a permanent state in the future with a
speciﬁc degree of proﬁtability and risk desired by
the owners based on their investment time horizon.

The company act confers to the owners (shareholders) the sovereign right to decide the overriding
goals and to appoint the executive oﬃcer. Only
owners have the right to change the business’s objectives (Sternberg, 1997). Oﬃcial goals do not simply emerge. The argument is, once again, that
organisations are structural arrangements which are
established in order to achieve speciﬁc goals. Therefore, in order to understand organisations, we need
to understand their goals.

The main issue is if or to what degree the organisation achieves its goal. Consequently, goal-attainment becomes the core issue for the owners,
the managers, and the other employees, as well as
for researchers of organisations. Based on this
premise of relevance, the question addressed here

is to what degree current leadership researchers are
engaged in solving problems relating to how leadership impacts organisational eﬀectiveness. To put
it diﬀerently, in what ways do present-day leadership researchers help business managers to enhance goal-attainment of their companies?

6. MANAGERIAL LEADERSHIP VS. POLITICAL
LEADERSHIP

For theoretical development and empirical research it is imperative to distinguish managerial
leadership from political leadership. Sayer (1992, p.
91) has posed the following questions: ‘What does
the existence of this object (in its present form) presupposes? Can it exist on its own as such? A key
question could be: What cannot be removed without making the object cease to exist in its present
form?’ Now, if the study object is managerial leadership, we may ask what properties must exist for it
to exist and to be what it is. What makes it possible?
The argument here is that leader, subordinates, and
tasks are the necessary properties for managerial
leadership to exist and to be what it is. A formal
leader (manager) is a person who is responsible
both for the subordinates and for the results. In
management and organisation theory the functions
of leadership are tied to an organisation or a group.
Managerial leadership pertains to formal organisations based on the goals of the owners. Managers
lead business enterprises or public agencies and
they have subordinates.

The core of managerial leadership is that managers are hired to contribute to the attainment of
organisational goals, which can only be achieved by
having subordinates performing tasks that lead to
productivity and eﬀectiveness. The goals of organisations are not a problem for managers. This is why
they hold executive positions.

Managerial leadership and political leadership
is not the same study object. Burns (1978) identiﬁed
two types of leadership (transformative and transactional) on the basis of a qualitative analysis of the
biographies of political leaders. Transformational
leadership theory is a theory of political leadership
deﬁned by the properties of leader and followers
but not by tasks. It is imperative to recognise that

Dynamic Relationships Management Journal, Vol. 6, No. 1, May 2017

5

Jon Aarum Andersen: Leadership Research and the Oldest Crime

Burns’ (1978) focus was on leadership at the level
of societies and movements. Political leaders lead
political, religious, and humanitarian movements.
Political and religious leaders have followers (e.g.,
supporters, members, participants). The goal is the
goal of the leader or a common goal. The followers
are not given speciﬁc tasks to do. Thus political leadership is pinpointed. To conﬂate managerial leadership with political leadership creates problems
especially when it is argued that scholarship on political leadership is relevant and useful for managerial leadership (Pawar, 2003; Khanin, 2007).

It is imperative to note that the majority of empirical studies on leadership contain data from formal leaders, that is, managers in private and public
organisations. Thus leadership theory is strongly
linked to management and may even been seen and
a part of management scholarship. Blake and Mouton (1985, p. 198) have noted that, ‘Processes of
leadership are involved in achieving results with and
through others.’ They have, indeed, pinpointed what
may be seen as the dilemma of managerial leadership. The formal leader (i.e., manager) is responsible
for results in accordance with organisational goals,
but the manager can only achieve this through the
eﬀorts of subordinates and the actions of other people. This is why Nelson (1993) strongly argued that
it is imperative for managers to link rewards and reward system to subordinates’ behaviour that leads
to the attainment of organisational goals. Managers
cannot achieve the goals of the organisation by their
own eﬀorts alone. If that were possible, there would
be need neither for an organisation nor for a leader.

7. THE CRITERION OF RELEVANCE

Several scholars have expressed concern about
why organisational research is not more widely used.
The academic debate on the relationships between
rigorous research and relevance to management
practitioners have been taking place since the 1960s.
A large part of the literature addressing the academic-practitioner gap focuses on the alleged rigor
of academic research in contrast to the perceived
need for relevance on the part of practitioners. Van
Aken (2004) argued that the relevance problem can
be mitigated if research were to be complemented
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with prescription-driven research based on the
paradigm of the ‘design sciences’. Amabile et al.
(2001) have argued that management research
would be substantially strengthened by eﬀective collaboration between researchers and practicing managers. Such collaboration may well become essential
if research projects are to make any real diﬀerence
in academics' understanding of or impact on management practice. Management research entails signiﬁcant challenges at the interface between the
world of the academic researcher and the world of
the business practitioner. These challenges may best
be met by academic-practitioner collaboration
(ibid.). The primary interest of van Aken (2004) was
to develop ‘design knowledge’, i.e. knowledge that
can be used in designing solutions to problems in the
ﬁeld in question. Gulati (2007) also addressed the
long-standing debate among management scholars
concerning the rigor, or methodological soundness,
of management research versus its relevance to
managers. The author argued that ‘tribes’ were
formed around rigor and relevance, sequestering
themselves into closed loops of scholarship and dismissing the work of outsiders. A normative, seven
step model of managerial research was proposed
with recommendations for bridging the artiﬁcial
rigor-relevance divide through problem-oriented research grounded in theory (ibid.).

Daft and Lewin (2008) have, however, argued
that academic rigor and practitioner relevance are
almost mutually exclusive. Some scholars argue that
it is impossible to bridge the gap as science and
practice are two systems unable to communicate
with each other, while others have suggested ways
in which this is possible (Finchham & Clark, 2009).
Kieser and Leiner (2011) have argued out that the
gap between rigour and relevance in management
research is widening. By applying scientiﬁc management knowledge in their problem solving eﬀorts
managers can ﬁnd out about its relevance. From the
perspective of Kieser and Leiner (2011) it is only
practitioners who are in a position to authentically
attribute relevance to knowledge.

Management scholars have expressed considerable dismay about the failure of academic research to penetrate the practitioner society
according to Rynes et al. (2001) and Rynes (2007).
Related to the question of relevance is the issue of
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rigor versus relevance in research, that is, the academic-practitioner gap (e.g., Bartunek & Rynes,
2014). Learnmonth et al. (2011) challenged the wisdoms about the importance of ‘useful’ management
scholarship. They suggested that usefulness and
uselessness were contingent on issues of temporality and power, and advocated caution in assigning
terms such as useful and relevant. These terms were
inherently problematic. Usefulness should be
viewed more as ideology than as empirical statements. The authors concluded by a call for reﬂexivity about what it is we are doing when we do
‘useful’ research, along with a greater concern for
the values for which business schools stand (ibid.).
Thorpe et al. (2011), however, recognised the substantive contributions made within a management
journal to conducting research relevant to management at the level of individual studies. They indicated a range of ways knowledge can be translated
and modiﬁed, embedded and otherwise found useful. The authors proposed that, to maximise relevance, knowledge must be reconﬁgured in multiple
contexts, of which management research provides
but one (ibid.).

What do we ﬁnd if we brieﬂy address the question of relevance in the ﬁeld of management control
and accounting? When Kaplan and Johnson (1987)
argued that relevance was lost in management control almost 30 years ago, it was due to the fact that
the contemporary research had not taken into account the fundamental changes in the structure of
manufacturing companies. Burns (2000) provides
insight into the dynamics of accounting change, but
does not deal with whether or to what degree management accounting is based on research. Scapens
and Bromwich (2010) noted that management accounting had come a long way as an academic discipline since 2000. They asked what the implications
of all this theory was for management accounting
practice. The editors refer to Baldvinsdottir et al.
(2010), who claimed that the interest of academic
researchers in the practical aspects of management
accounting has waned. Researchers have neglected
the technical core of their discipline and its problems, especially issues with direct, practical relevance (ibid.). A review by Rashman et al. (2009) of
the literature on organisational learning and knowledge with relevance to public service organisation

found an over-reliance on the private sector as the
principal course of theoretical knowledge. The study
of Pisani (2009) provides a comprehensive picture
of the ﬁeld of international management research.
Some researchers have addressed the issue of relevance of project management research. Söderlund
(2011), for instance, suggested that a better awareness of how to make use of the perspectives he
identiﬁed would prepare researchers to frame more
accurately the problems of contemporary projects.

This article addresses the question on relevance of leadership research in regard to relevance
for what and relevance for whom. In managerial
leadership research the concept of eﬀectiveness is
central. Goal-attainment is the core issue and the
basic deﬁnition of eﬀectiveness in management theory for private enterprises as well as for public agencies. Eﬀectiveness (i.e., the dependent variable) and
what causes eﬀectiveness (i.e., the independent
variables) must, however, be kept separate. In business administration proﬁtability is seen as the major
criterion of eﬀectiveness for private enterprises.
Proﬁtability (i.e., return on investment, cash ﬂow,
and market-share change) is the most conventional
measure of current business performance (Hambrick, 1983). The ultimate goal of a company is profitability (i.e., degree of return on assets) (Shetty,
1979; Nash, 1983; Walton & Dawson, 2001). For
causal models in the ﬁeld of management the ‘bottom line’ (or organisational eﬀectiveness) is a much
used result variable (e.g., March & Sutton, 1997). It
is even assumed that relevant management research should always focus on overall organisational
performance as dependent variable. March and Sutton (1997) have addressed the problems attached
to eﬀectiveness as the dependent variable. For the
managers it is most relevant to know which factors
that have a strong impact on goal attainment, and
especially those factors which are applicable to the
managers.

Leadership research, which does not deal with
the question of organisational eﬀectiveness, is thus
irrelevant for those in managerial positions. As
Jaques (1990: 5) has explained: ‘The managerial role
has three critical features. First, and most critical,
every manager must be held accountable not only
for the work of the subordinates but also for adding
value to their work.’ The supreme task of the formal
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leader (i.e., manager) is to contribute to organisational eﬀectiveness. If current managerial leadership research neither directly nor indirectly
addresses this problem then it is irrelevant and unhelpful to managers.

Indeed, managers themselves appear to perceive this inapplicability (Burack, 1979; Astley & Zamuto, 1992; House & Aditya, 1997; Ghoshal, 2005;
Brownlie et al., 2008). Burack (1979) has noted that
managers have regarded leadership research as useless to anyone in leadership positions and that much
leadership research is leaderless. Calas and Smircich
(1988) have also observed that the leadership literature seemed irrelevant to practitioners, and that
researchers did not feel like they are getting anywhere. Nobody seemed to be happy.

8. METHODOLOGY AND LEADERSHIP

It appears that for some time leadership researchers have been more concerned with epistemological than with leadership issues. A number of
leadership researchers became strongly inﬂuenced
by the epistemological questions raised in social sciences in general. Some called for the importance of
discourse, some for constructionism and re-constructionism, some others for social constructions
of reality. The work by Callas and Smircich (1988)
contains much of these inﬂuences as well as their
arguments in favour of discursive practices as well
as symbolic representations. They argued for direct
participation, anthropological methods, and interpretations. Scientiﬁc discourse, narrative discourse,
and the ‘linguistic turn’ became important. Callas
and Smircich (1988, p. 212) asked: ‘What kind of
world will we make?’ It would perhaps be more relevant to ask: ‘What kind of understanding of the
world (of leadership) can we obtain?’ Leadership research has increasingly become method-driven due
to researchers’ fascination of speciﬁc approaches
and methods. Consequently, some researchers
begin their studies with a chosen method and then
look for a problem to address.

Alternatively, research may start with the identiﬁcation of a problem and the study object linked
to that particular problem. Thus, the nature of the
object under study is the ‘ﬁxed point’ from where
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to begin regarding the choice of methods – it is the
nature of the object that determines the possibilities we have for gaining knowledge about it (Danermark et al., 2002). Danermark et al. (2002, p. 41)
have written: ‘All knowledge is conceptually mediated and it is thus impossible to make neutral observations of “facts” about reality.’ Observations are
always theory-laden, but observations do not decide what reality is like. Again, reality exists independently of our knowledge about it. Our abstractions
should primarily aim at determining these necessary
and constitutive properties in diﬀerent objects, thus
determining the nature of the study object. In this
context the term ‘nature’ refers to the type of an
object, be it naturally or socially produced, to that
which at a certain moment determines what a certain object is. The abstractions must show what it is
in the object that makes it what it is and not something else (ibid.).

Once again, it is the nature of the object of
study that determines the method. Consequently,
there is no one best method in organisation and
leadership research. This is critical because leadership research deals with many diﬀerent objects of
study like (1) leaders’ personality, (2) leadership behaviour, (3) leaders’ attitudes and values, (4) leadership skills, (5) leaders’ activities, (6) leadership
roles, (7) managerial work, (8) managerial functions,
(9) processes of leadership, (10) leaders’ perception
and construction of their reality, (11) leadership situations/contexts, and (12) leadership eﬀectiveness.
There may be more than one method that captures
the nature of the study object. However, it cannot
be taken for granted that triangulation, that is, the
use of two (or more) methods, is warranted.

Alvesson and Sveningsson (2003) have argued
that more inductive, longitudinal and narrative work
is needed to comprehend the phenomenon of leadership better. Alvesson and Sveningsson (2003) attack leadership research because it is based on
‘forcing’ respondents to respond to questionnaire
statements. Interviews are the preferred method,
they argue. This is simply incorrect: there is no one
best method. Again, the nature of the object under
study decides the choice of method.

If the purpose is to develop social-science explanations, it is not enough just to collect and repeat
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the interpretations and explanations that people
themselves have of various social phenomena.
Alvesson and Sveningsson (2003) have studied the
meaning managers ascribe to leadership or construct their leadership, while Holmberg and Tyrstrup
(2010) have explored the way in which managers
perceive and describe the characteristics of their everyday leadership. Similarly, Kempster and Parry
(2011) have examined how managers believed that
they have learnt how to lead. Again, if the interpretations and explanations of others were the real explanation, there would be no need for social science
(Danermark et al., 2002).

Alvesson and Sandberg (2013) argue that management researchers have lost sight of what is the
goal and ultimate purpose of management studies,
namely, to produce original knowledge that matters
to organisations and society. What knowledge matters to organisations and managers? What kind of
scholarly work is relevant and helpful to managers?

Leadership is totally independent of what researchers at any time think about it. Those who adhere to critical realism perceive social objects as
relational. Social objects are not simply independent, for they are objects arising out of the relationship they form with other objects. It is a crucial
realisation that the objects of social science are relational – they are what they are by virtue of the relations they enter with other objects (Danermark et
al., 2002). This is the core of managerial leadership
as it is related to individuals (i.e., managers and subordinates), tasks, and organisations.

Tushman et al. (2007) address the ‘relevancerigor gap’ in organisation and leadership studies. If
management is to be a profession, rigorous leadership
theories can only be useful to managers if they grapple with the complexity of contemporary organisations (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). Is the meaning that some
managers ascribe to leadership and construct their
leadership or the way in which some managers perceive and describe the characteristics of their everyday leadership useful for other managers to know?

Böhmel et al. (2012) have argued that application of objectivist methodological assumptions and
overreliance on mathematical analysis can cause researchers to oversimplify reality. Rigorously derived
theories and recommendations may be produced

that lack practitioner relevance. By reﬂecting on
lessons learned over years of practical experience
with a robust mixed-methods approach speciﬁcally
designed to bridge the academia-practitioner gap,
the authors encouraged leadership researchers to
adopt a more balanced portfolio of research methods that will simultaneously achieve research rigor
and generate insightful practitioner-relevant theory.

9. RESEARCHERS’ PERSPECTIVE VS.
INVESTORS’ PERSPECTIVE

A basis of divergence among those who study
organisations is the theoretical perspective employed by the researchers. Again, whether or not organisations can be studied by a focus on the goals
for organised action constitutes the watershed between the two perspectives. Rationalistic theory regards the goal as an independent variable and as a
prime controlling factor in the organisation’s activities. System theory does not see goals as controlling
the organisation’s activities.

It is imperative to distinguish between the perspectives on formal organisations that researchers
have, on the one hand, and the perspectives that investors (owners of ﬁrms) have, on the other. Researchers’ perspective on organisations may be that
organisations do not have owners and goals or that
goal-attainment is not a vital issue in the study of
organisations and leadership.

Scholarship on corporate governance may cast
some light on the issue at hand. Corporate governance is understood as the system by which companies are directed and controlled (Cadbury, 2000).
Additionally, corporate governance can be conceptualised as a set of processes, customs, policies,
laws, and institutions aﬀecting the way a corporation is directed, administered or controlled
(Mostovicz et al., 2011). Letza et al. (2004) have
noted that through stock markets, share ownership
has become dispersed and fragmented and shareholders are more like investors than owners. All the
same, this observation does not change the fact that
shareholders have the right to appoint directors of
the board and thus to take part in major decisions
regarding goals and strategies or can refrain from
doing so. Letza et al. (2004) and Freeman (1984)
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have stated that owners not only want returns; they
also want control. Owner control exists because an
owner can expend resources in the form of voting
power, voting for directors, voting to support management, or even ‘voting’ to sell their shares (ibid.).
If we regard shareholders as investors, then we only
imply that they have decided to be passive owners.

Micro-economic theory says that ﬁrms strive
for maximum proﬁt. In practice, the degree of profitability set as the goal of the ﬁrm depends on the
investment horizon and the risk propensity of the
owners. Not all shareholders hold similar investment horizons as some are ‘transient’ and some are
‘dedicated’ (Mostovicz et al., 2011). Any change in
the structure of ownership may change the degree
of proﬁtability set as the goal of the ﬁrm. The perspective of shareholders and investors in general is
that their goal is a certain degree of proﬁt and an
increase of the value of their assets. The corporation
has legitimate obligations and the managers have a
ﬁduciary duty to act in the interests of shareholders
(Mayson et al., 1994). The proﬁt margin set by the
owners of the ﬁrm is the goal set for the managers
to achieve. Whatever perspectives the researchers
adopt, the owner’s perspective remains the same.

10. IS MANAGERIAL LEADERSHIP RESEARCH
RELEVANT?

Hambrick and Quigley (2014: 475) remind us
the following: ‘The academic ﬁeld of management
resides, in great part, on the premise that managers
vary in their eﬀectiveness in ways that have consequences for their organisations - that management
matters.’ What do management and leadership researchers study? Do they investigate the relationship between managerial leadership and
organisational outcomes? March and Sutton (1997)
have reported that 20 percent of the 439 empirical
articles that they assessed dealt with performance,
while Collins (2001) has reported that ‘organizational performance’ appeared in 19 percent of 54
studies. Additionally, Richard et al. (2009) have
found that ‘organizational performance’ appeared
in 17 percent of 722 articles. Hiller et al. (2011) have
reported the occurrence of leadership eﬀectiveness
in seven percent of 1,161 articles. Hiller et al. (2011)
10

have categorised proﬁtability as tangible outcomes.
The survey does not specify the number of studies
which have applied return on assets and return on
invested capital (proﬁtability) as the criteria variables. Proﬁtability is the major deﬁnition of organisational eﬀectiveness for business enterprises.
None of these four studies addressed the question
on relevance. And none of them investigated the occurrence of organisational eﬀectiveness in particular
nor did they report whether or not the term has
been deﬁned or measured.

The study by Andersen (2013) narrowed down
the four previous studies, that is, from a search for
broad concepts to the occurrence of the speciﬁc
concept of organisational eﬀectiveness in leadership
journals. Articles that include the term ‘eﬀectiveness’ in the abstract or in the running text, or both,
was scrutinised in order to assess whether the term
had been deﬁned and eﬀectiveness measured or
not. On the basis of this premise of relevance, a survey of 105 research articles written by 282 researchers and published in two international
leadership journals in year 2011 revealed that the
term ‘eﬀectiveness’ occurred about one time for
every thousand words. It was seldom deﬁned and
never measured (ibid.) If managers’ prime concern
is to contribute to organisational eﬀectiveness, then
it is no surprise that several scholars have found that
managers regard leadership research to be irrelevant and useless.

11. REGAINING RELEVANCE

In business administration and management
the ﬁrm is perceived according to the rationalistic
theory (Douma & Schreuder, 2002). The ﬁrm comprises individuals who pursue the goal of generating
dividends from the capital invested. This very goal
motivates its establishment and a goal statement is
required for the ﬁrm to operate according to the
company act. When researchers apply the open system theory, the idea of studying organisations on
the basis of goals is rejected. Thus, the basis for organisational studies is formally incorrect.

However, researchers’ perspective on organisations may be that organisations do not have owners
and goals or that goal-attainment is not a central
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issue in the study of organisations and leadership.
Consequently, organisational goal attainment (eﬀectiveness) is an irrelevant concept and not worth scientiﬁc endeavour. Organisational, management and
leadership studies based on the rationalistic organisation theory imply that the main goal of the organisation is imperative.

The formal leaders (i.e., managers) are hired to
be executives; that is, their main task is to contribute
to the attainment of the goals as decided by the
owners. The purpose of the organisation is the reason for management. If managers do not achieve the
goals, the owners will (eventually) ﬁre them. If the
managers do not accept the goals, they may resign.

Ladkin (2010) has suggested that we should
study leadership through the lens of philosophy, because philosophy teaches us how to live with uncertainty. To live with uncertainty is possible by asking
questions. To conduct leadership research is, according to Ladkin, to ask questions. After more than
100 years of leadership research it may be timely to
ask for answers. Arguably, the ultimate question in
managerial leadership is this: how can managers act
in order to enhance organisational goal-attainment.
Managerial leadership research would be relevant if researchers were more explicit on which prob-

lem they address and specify who has the problem.
In other words, the relevance for the organisation
and thus for the manager, must be made explicit.
What managers need to know is how to act and behave in order to enhance organisational eﬀectiveness. In order to achieve this, the relationship
between leadership behaviour and organisational effectiveness needs to be the focus. What is the nature
of the object of study of organisational eﬀectiveness?
If it is deﬁned as the degree of goal-attainment it is
an objective study object. Consequently, it is imperative that the research is based on methods that
measure organisational eﬀectiveness objectively. In
that way, and maybe only in that way, can managerial
leadership research become relevant and useful to
managers and thus for the organisations in which the
managers are appointed to enhance organisational
goal-attainment.

The ﬁve studies referred to above, which comprised 2,479 articles, reveal that leadership research
is irrelevant and useless to managers. However, six
other studies also referred to have shown that managers themselves perceive leadership research unhelpful. They do not know why leadership research
is irrelevant and useless to them. What managers
probably do know is this: “betrayal is the oldest
crime.”

EXTENDED SUMMARY / IZVLEČEK

V raziskovanju managementa in vodenja so organizacije pogosto opredeljene kot 'vozila' lastnikov
za doseganje ciljev. Tako naj bi bil namen raziskovanja zagotavljati managementu znanje, ki bi koristilo
organizacijam. Pričujoči članek se osredotoča na vprašanje, ali je sodobno raziskovanje s področja
managementa dejansko relevantno za managerje ali ne, ter ali jim pomaga pri njihovem delu. Ker se
dotika vodenja v formalnih združbah se poraja vprašanje, kako na pravi način raziskovati organizacije
v njih. Izziv tega, ali je organizacije moč raziskovati z osredotočenostjo na cilje z namenom organiziranja dejavnosti, je pravzaprav na meji med racionalističnimi teorijami in teorijami odprtih sistemov. Racionalistična teorija se osredotoča na lastnike, managerje in cilje organizacije. Večina
literature s področja organizacije pa temelji na teoriji odprtih sistemov, ki govori o tem, da je najprej
opredeljena organizacija, šele zatem pa cilji.
Članek se osredotoča na pomembnost raziskovanja vodenja v smislu tega, zaradi česa in za koga
je raziskovanje vodenja relevantno. V preučevanju vodenja v okvirih širšega področja managementa
so ključni koncepti učinkovitosti in doseganja ciljev, ki predstavljajo ključne kriterije uspešnosti.
Raziskovanje vodenja, ki se ne ubada s temi vprašanji, je torej nerelevantno za praktike na managerskih pozicijah, saj jim ne pomaga pri izboljšanju njihove učinkovitosti. Kritični pregled petih preglednih
študij (March & Sutton, 1997; Collins, 2001; Richard et al., 2009; Hiller et al., 2011; Andersen, 2013),
Dynamic Relationships Management Journal, Vol. 6, No. 1, May 2017
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ki vključujejo podatke za skupno 2.479 člankov, je razkril, da je dejansko razmerje med formalnim
vodenjem v okviru managementa in uspešnostjo združb le redko predmet preučevanja. Kadar se
članki osredotočajo na to povezavo, je uspešnost le redko pravilno deﬁnirana in skoraj nikoli izmerjena. Tako ni presenečenje, da je šest študij (Burack, 1979; Calas & Smircich, 1988; Astley & Zamuto,
1992; House & Aditya, 1997; Ghoshal, 2005; Brownlie et al., 2008) pokazalo, da managerji dejansko
razumejo oziroma zaznavajo raziskovalno področje vodenja kot nepomembno za njihovo prakso. Ne
vejo pa, zakaj je temu tako. Česar pa se verjetno managerji zavedajo je, da “je izdaja najstarejši zločin”.
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