


T
here is a reason that books 
on leadership are among the 
most frequently published, 
perennially-popular offerings 
at any bookstore: while every-

one agrees that leadership is crucial (particu-
larly in business), rarely does anyone agree 
on exactly what it is. The issue is not that 
researchers and business writers are unable 
to nail down any of  its elusive composite 
parts – inherent strengths, learned behav-
iours, or practices. The truth is that what 
‘makes’ a leader seems to be a shifting target 
as the world (and business) changes.
Business writers Warren G. Bennis and 
Robert J. Thomas explore this idea in their 
book Geeks & Geezers: How Era, Values, and 

Defining Moments Shape Leaders (2002, Harvard 

Business School Press), in which they examine 
the core leadership traits, attitudes and val-
ues of  two generations of  North American 
business leaders. 
‘Geezers’, as they describe them, are those 
born around the 1920’s, an era shaped by 
the privations of  the Great Depression and 
the challenges brought about by World 
War II. Their idea of  leadership is based 
on a heroic, hierarchical, top-down model 
in which unquestioning loyalty to the ‘man 
in charge’– and statistically, it always was a 
man in charge (just four of  the 25 ‘geezers’ 
interviewed were women) – was a given.
‘Geeks’ on the other hand, were born largely 
in the 1970’s; they grew up media-and-tech-
nology savvy, materially indulged and anx-
ious for personal development. For ‘geeks’, 
leadership is more personal and less hier-
archical. Often they are driven by a desire 
to ‘make the world a better place’; they are 
open to the notion that good ideas can come 
from anyone (a few started successful busi-
nesses in their teens), and are early adapters 
of  new technologies. Seven of  the 18 ‘geeks’ 
interviewed for the book were women.
While Bennis and Thomas identify some ex-
periences and attitudes shared by these two 
groups, their research supports the idea that 
much of  what is considered good leader-

ship is indeed a matter of  era. The question 
is, then, what our current era says about 
the distinguishing traits and behaviours of  
future leaders.
“We live in chaotic times,” says Marianne 
de Jager of  IBM Benelux, a company that 
regularly recruits RSM students and whose 
title – Senior Consultant for Evolutionary 
Change – is unlikely to have existed dur-
ing an earlier business era. “Our present 
paradigm is shifting from a worldview in 
which everything is separated, to one where 
everything is connected.”
It is clear that in the new era of  business 
– increasingly complex, fast, diverse, and 
interconnected – there must be new models 
of  good leadership, and new expectations of  
leaders.  
Innovation is one new focus of  business, and 
one that demands a shift of  leadership styles 
from the old command-and-control model 
that worked in a time of  cheap labour and 
clearly-defined products, to what is being 
called ‘visionary leadership,’ ‘servant leader-
ship’ or ‘inspirational leadership.’ Because 
innovation is not a clearly-defined product 
(unlike, say, turning out widgets), creating a 
business atmosphere that fosters new ideas is 
becoming key to an organisation’s success.
“Today you are relying upon people on 
the work floor to be the ones that really 
deliver the innovative, creative ideas; that 
have the unique skills that cannot easily be 
copied by other companies,” says Daan van 
Knippenberg, professor of  Organisational 
Behaviour at RSM’s research institute 
ERIM.
If  the greatest resource in business is the in-
tellectual capital of  its workers, leaders have 
to become visionaries who can, says Van 
Knippenberg, “effectively express abstracted 
and vaguely-defined goals; give people a 
picture of  what they should be aiming at – it 
is about motivating and inspiring people.” 
Bill Collins, senior academic in HR and 
Organisational Behaviour at RSM, agrees. 
“The new leader is your inspirational leader, 
the person who is going to transform an 



entire industry, or create a whole new indus-
try and new way of  approaching business 
– someone who makes substantial changes to 
the core of  how things are done,” he says.  
Collins, who is one of  the facilitators of  
Personal Leadership Development (PLD) 
for RSM’s post-experience degrees, finds 
the ‘Level 5’ leader described in Jim Collins’ 
influential book Good to Great (2001, 
HarperCollins Publishers) a model for future 

leadership: a paradox in which ‘extreme 
personal humility blends with intense pro-
fessional will’. Empowering and inspiring 
followers in an atmosphere of  shared mean-
ing is an impressive vision of  near-future 
business leadership. What other qualities and 
competencies are being asked of  the new 
generation of  leaders?



Ethical Leadership:
In the wake of  some shocking and 
destructive scandals, it is no sur-

prise that ethics are a hot topic in business 
and leadership. “It’s a significant trend,” 
says Van Knippenberg. “More and more 
people are talking and writing about ethical 
and moral leadership – there is an increas-
ing sensitivity to how ethical today’s leaders 
are.” 

Of  course – we want to be able to trust 
those making far-reaching decisions, often 
in our name. The very nature of  global 
business asks some very difficult questions 
of  business leaders. If  a company maintains 
its manufacturing plants in developing nat-
ions, what should the pay scale of  the local 
workers be? What about the environmental 
impact of  the manufacturing? Do ethics and 
corporate social responsibility indicate the 
need to provide support – for a playground, 
a health clinic, a sports team – in the local 
environment? 
“There’s a whole aggregate of  concerns 
about the fairness of  a leader’s decisions and 
the ethics underlying business, and these 
seem central to people’s way of  judging suit-
ability in a leader,” says Van Knippenberg. 
“This means two things: first, you have to 
be fair and ethical as a leader. Second, you 
must behave in a way that people can see 
that this is who you actually are – that you 
convey the message of  ethical behaviour.”   
  

Leaders who appreciate, sup-
port and leverage diversity:
Diversity on many levels continues 

to increase in the workplace. Diversity of  
age, gender, race, country, culture, religion, 
and physical ability can make for uncomfort-

able bedfellows in business, yet this type of  
environment is ideal for generating the most 
creative ideas and solutions.  
Today is the first time in history that four 
generations – the ‘geezers,’ the baby boom-
ers, Gen X and Gen Y – have worked to-
gether. “A healthy mix of  ages is important,” 
says Marianne de Jager, who adds that IBM 
is focused on “embedding inclusive behav-
iour as a way of  leadership.” 

IBM has introduced a Leadership 
Development Programme in which younger 
talent is brought into close interaction with 
IBM’s senior leaders. Those with leadership 
potential “get access and insight into comp-
any issues, and are invited to contribute 
– often they have contributions that are very 
valuable,” says De Jager.
“One thing I predict is that, more and more, 
society will want leaders who are repres-
entative of  an increasingly diverse society,” 
says Van Knippenberg. “People have been 
raising the issue of  lack of  representation of  
women, for instance, and very slowly this is 
changing. If  you talk about other underrep-
resented groups it is the same.”
A more diverse ‘followership’ who want to 
see themselves in their leaders is also causing 
leadership stereotypes to change, he says: “If  
you look back 20 years from now, you will 
see that it has changed significantly,” he says. 
“As society gets more diverse, people will get 
fed up with a 50-plus white guy running the 
company, or the country.”

Leaders with Global, 
Multicultural Experience: 
One of  the most important 

aspects of  doing business in a more diverse 
world is an understanding of  – first hand 
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– the ways that different cultures behave. 
“Most of  the people we deal with at RSM 
are very much a global set of  people,” says 
Bill Collins. “Some of  them even identify 
themselves as being professional nomads.” 
Alexei Dzienis, MBA ’08 Candidate, is one 
such ‘nomad’. Born in Bellarus, he has trav-
elled and worked in Russia and the Ukraine, 
and lived and worked in Boston in the US, 

before moving to the Netherlands to study at 
RSM. After graduation, “Switzerland is my 
target,” says Dzienis, “but I am very open 
– if  I have an opportunity to work in Asia, I 
will go.” 
His desire for greater international aware-
ness – one of  the reasons he chose RSM – is 
that it will “give me a lot of  valuable experi-
ence I can leverage,” he says, adding, “it is 
extremely important as the world becomes 
smaller to know and be able to leverage 
cultural differences.”   
It is about being able to reach the audience 
you are leading, says Bill Collins: “The skills 
that are needed [in international business] 
are based on being able to identify the 
motivating factors of  those you are trying to 
lead, and adapting your style to what is most 
motivating for the local.” 

Leaders with Technological 
Savvy: This does not mean that 
the leader of  the future has to be 

as gifted as a programmer, says Marshall 
Goldsmith in Global Leadership: The Next 

Generation (2003, FT Prentice Hall); it does, 
however, mean that “leaders will need to 
understand how the intelligent use of  new 
technology can help their organisations ... 
and be positive role models in leading the use 
of  new technology.” 
Goldsmith, who with Accenture conducted 
a two-year, international research project to 
help determine the most important char-
acteristics of  future leaders, received input 
from about 200 excellent employees nomi-
nated as ‘leaders of  the future’ by 120 major 
companies worldwide.  
“Most young participants believed that new 
technology would become a critical variable 
that will directly impact their organisation’s 
core business,” he says, adding that “the 
clear consensus was that organisations that 
had technologically-savvy leaders would have 
a competitive advantage.” 

www.erim.eur.nl/leadership
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Leaders with Adaptive 
Capacity: Leaders with adaptive 
capacity become more and more 

important in an unpredictable business envi-
ronment. ‘Adaptive capacity’, as defined by 
Warren Bennis and Robert Thomas in Geeks 

& Geezers, is a complex of  competencies: 
hardiness, being a ‘first class noticer’, being 
willing to learn from challenges, seizing op-
portunities, and taking a generally creative 
approach to life and business. 
“Adaptive capacity, which includes such 
critical skills as the ability to understand 
context and to recognize and seize oppor-
tunities, is the essential competence of  lead-
ers,” says G&G, but it is also “the defining 
competence of  everyone who retains his or 
her ability to live well despite life’s inevitable 
challenges and losses.”
Being a leader does not happen in a vacuum 
– loss, illness, setbacks and heartbreaks of  
all types undoubtedly touch personal lives 
and careers. Adapting to these crises brings 
growth, teaching new skills that enable 
higher levels of  achievement.

Leaders with the X Factor: 
Call it charisma, but there is 
something seemingly indefinable 

that makes us believe that certain people are 
good leaders, even when there is evidence 
to the contrary (such as better, but blander 
humans for the job). 
Research suggests that perceptions of  
charisma arise when somebody is seen as 
embodying the ‘collective identity’ of  the 
group – the charismatic person is one of  us, 
only somehow bigger and better. 
‘Mystique’ is what Anthony F. Smith, in The 

Taboos of  Leadership, describes as an added 
factor: the sense that there is something mys-
terious, intriguing and unknowable about 
someone. Smith makes an important con-
nection: that “leaders with mystique have 
often been shaped and inspired by traumatic 
events ... the impact seems to raise self-
awareness, cause questioning or reflection, 
deepen a sense of  meaningfulness or under-

standing, and create a drive for urgency and 
action.” In fact, response to traumatic events 
as a turning point in becoming a leader, is 
cited by Jim Collins in his description of  the 
Level 5 leader (the ‘formative experience’) 
and by Bennis and Thomas, who call it ‘the 
crucible experience’ and found it to be one 
of  the shared factors in all leaders, irrespec-
tive of  era. 
Bennis and Thomas go even further with 
their exploration of  charisma, identifying 
an extra factor, ‘neoteny’ – the ‘retention of  
juvenile characteristics in the adults of  a spe-
cies.’ While this does not sound overwhelm-
ingly attractive, Bennis and Thomas say it 
results in ‘an aura, an energy ... an openness 
to experience. An unselfconscious cand-
our. A mischievous smile. Wit. Resilience. 
Curiosity. Tirelessness ... these are the win-
ning attributes of  a brilliant child, and we 
found them embodied in reflective, intelli-
gent, sociable adults.”
Whatever this quality is ultimately called, 
and irrespective of  its mechanics, it is what 
recruits us – we want to be on the side of  the 
person with this quality. We want them to 
lead us, because with them we feel it is going 
to work. It is going to be fun. It is going to 
change the world.

By Mike Page
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