Systemic Practice and Action Research
https://doi.org/10.1007/511213-021-09572-x

ORIGINAL RESEARCH

®

Check for
updates

Henceforth, We Will Never Walk Alone: Empirical Study
on the Benefits of Participatory Governance and Leadership

Emmanuel Yeboah-Assiamah' - Maame Adwoa A. Gyekye-Jandoh' -
Kwame Asamoah? - Samuel Adams3

Accepted: 30 May 2021
© The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer Science+Business Media, LLC, part of Springer Nature 2021

Abstract

Moving beyond the ‘great man’ view of the organization which had regarded leaders as
all-knowing and repository of knowledge and tactics, this study empirically examines how
a flexible system of management (networked approach) provides benefits for organizations
in terms of decisional breakthroughs and practical problem resolution in society. The study
is underpinned by the system approach to leadership and a transdisciplinary framework
which, strives for a flexible management system through greater interaction between lead-
ers and their relevant stakeholders in organizational decision processes. Seventeen (17)
cases were drawn from diverse organizational settings within public and private sectors of
Ghana (Africa) to empirically demonstrate how networks in leadership proffer solutions
to “ill-structured” and “moderately structured” challenges that confront organizations.
The study observes that wicked problems are inevitable in organizations. We conclude
that efforts at building bridges between leaders and their environment are not only good
for human relations per se but remain the “lifeblood” for organizational breakthroughs,
especially, in situations of critical challenges that involve complex decisions. The study
concludes that although leaders may be well endowed in knowledge, skills, and abilities
(KSAs), organizational issues in most cases go beyond familiar issues and from the ‘ordi-
nary’ to ones that are subtle, complex, extraordinary, and sophisticated in nature and in
most cases requiring social capital to liaise between the organization and other actors for
successful negotiations and resolutions, not ‘quick-fix solutions’.
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Introduction

Traditional public administration had been structured by a strict sense of Weberian bureau-
cracy and Taylor’s scientific management theory (Frederickson et al 2015; Bingham et al
2014) which has been viewed as overly mechanistic in nature with top-down control as
well as the top-down flow of authority and instructions from superiors to subordinates.
Rational calculation (excessive control) and mechanistic rules associated with these theo-
ries tended to reduce leaders and workers into a bureaucratic machine and behaved as ‘a
cog in a wheel’. Consequently, the relationship between leaders and followers was more of
a master-servant where the former issue commands as dictated by regulations and the lat-
ter obliged to comply. This model of organizational management and leadership has been
viewed as very robotic and has consequently received backlashes from New Public Man-
agement (NPM) theorists who rose in the 1980s and 1990s to advance a need for flexibil-
ity, innovation, managerialism, and responsiveness in the public sector (Miles et al. 1997).
Both regimes are centered essentially on the management specialty and expertise of the
leader. Public service management in the last five decades has witnessed a gradual and
widespread transition from hierarchies towards networks. This shift has assumed a global
phenomenon: in the UK (see Ferlie and Pettigrew 1996), in the Netherlands ( see Kickert
et al. 1997), in other EU countries (Bovaird et al. 2002), and in the USA (Goldsmith and
Eggars 2004).

A new form of public service management has been the shift from a specialist approach
to one that values the collective efforts of different stakeholders along with the organi-
zation’s rank and file which entails a network form of management. A full shift to net-
work forms entails process changes, including the displacement of vertical management
by broader, lateral leadership (Martin et al. 2009). This approach often based on the
‘open door’ philosophy, ‘collaborative efforts’, ‘idea-sharing management’, and ‘distrib-
uted authority’ is required for addressing “wicked problems” of society (Newman 2001).
Society is faced with complex problems and requires ideas and strategies, not from a lone
ranger specialist manager but a concerted effort which synergizes ideas towards a coher-
ent whole. In a complex organizational setting faced with multifaceted dynamic problems,
network leadership rather than dependence on a single individual will help enrich the lead-
ership base and solution-seeking process (Buchanan et al. 2007; Martin et al. 2009). All
things being equal, leaders and managers are required to offer the platform for collating
ideas and shaping them rather than directing.

The traditional notion of public and private management has been the development of
efficient, programmatic means for attaining specified goals (Moore 1983). Roberts (1995)
and also argues for incorporating responsibility for goal setting and political manage-
ment into the task of public administrators. Faced with complex social problems mostly
ill-defined and ‘wicked’ in nature (Geyer and Rihani 2012; Innes and Booher 2016);
it is imperative for a shift in the organizational leadership approach to one which ‘criss-
crosses’ or ‘traverses’ and, thus, strives for an interplay between leaders, organizational
members and external constituents in a more participatory and deliberative manner. This
form of management/leadership has been theorized to benefit organizational processes and
and outcomes, yet beyond the theoretical arguments (see Yeboah-Assiamah et al. 2018)
empirical evidence appears very limited. Ferlie et al. (2010) quiz “...but have network
forms consolidated themselves in practice? Has the turn to network forms been fruitful
or disappointing?”’(p. 307). These and many other relevant but unanswered questions in
the literature pose crucial research gaps that beg for systematic inquiry. Moving beyond
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the ‘great man’ view of the organization which had regarded leaders as all-knowing and
repository of knowledge and tactics, this study examines how transdisciplinary' view of
leadership provides benefits to public organizations in terms of decisional breakthroughs
and practical resolution of society’s complex problems.

Theoretical Framework: Towards a Transdisciplinary Leadership Model

There is a growing evidence to suggest that effective teams and inclusiveness produce con-
siderable outcomes which have made scholars make a case for shared leadership (Taylor
2013; Wang et al. 2014). For instance, a study of 500 companies revealed that although the
role of CEOs remained paramount, yet those companies that really performed quite well
were those organized in teams with shared leadership (see Pearce et al. 2009). The notion
of shared leadership stems from the systems approach which is essentially an approach to
perceiving and thinking through a problem by identifying and focusing on those critical
elements pertaining to the issues at stake. To Chen (1975) “we need to know about the
nature of the problem and what kind of problem we are dealing with first”” (p. 34). Rather
than treating a problem in a vacuum or only from the perspective of the leader, systems
approach views the problem as a greater whole.

On its part, transformational theory of leadership also focuses on the connections
between leaders and followers with a view to motivating and inspiring the people by help-
ing organizational members realize the relevant and greater good of the group. In other
words, the subordinates or staff are carried along, involved in the decision processes and
views are consolidated in the total decision processes.

Taking a clue from the systems approach and transformational leadership theory, we
adopt a transdisciplinary leadership model (Yeboah-Assiamah et al. 2018) which believes
in ‘shared leadership’ and operationalizes the idea of systems approach in decision mak-
ing processes. ‘Transdisciplinarity’ is a borrowed concept from the education circles which
originally is used to suggest the idea of “’traversing disciplines’” and the belief that there
should be no rigid boundaries among academic disciplines. Transdisciplinarity is under-
pinned by a new principle of relativity which emerges from the co-existence of complex
plurality and open unity (Nicolescu 1996). He contends that “’no level of reality constitutes
a privileged place from which one is able to understand all the other levels of reality’’ (pp
54-55).

Yeboah-Assiamah et al. (2018) developed a transdisciplinary leadership model which
depicts a greater synergy between leaders, subordinates and the external environment in
decision making processes to achieve organizational effectiveness. The transdisciplinary
leadership model critiques the great man notion and autocratic leadership styles which
contend that great leaders are born with unique qualities/traits which cannot be found in
all members of society and the need to micro-manage people respectively. Knee-deep in
the ‘great man’ mentality, many leaders/managers are tempted to carry themselves as the
repository of knowledge, expertise, and experience or age and may tend to operate as a
lone ranger in steering and rowing the affairs of the organization and dominating decision-
making processes (Ireland and Hitt 2005).

! This leadership ensures optimal connection between leaders, subordinates and external constituents in
goal setting and task accomplishment in a collaborative manner (see Yeboah-Assiamah et al. 2018).
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Fig. 1 Transdisciplinary leadership model. Source: Yeboah-Assiamah et al. 2018
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The tranddisciplnary leadership model (Fig. 1) initially designs two extreme hypotheti-
cal leadership constructs, deadbeat leadership, and helicopter leadership respectively. A
midpoint between these two constructs is the transdisciplinary leadership model. Dead-
beat is used to connote a purely idle and clueless leader who allows subordinates to do
whatever they desire without recourse to any supervision. The helicopter is used to rep-
resent a leader who engages in an extreme surveillance approach, ‘micromanages’ every-
thing subordinates do, and he/she does not allow them space for ingenious participation.
All instructions, directives, insights, and inputs flow from the leader whilst subordinates
are reduced to tools and objects who only comply without any meaningful input or ingenu-
ity. The transdisciplinary leadership model represents a midpoint between deadbeat and
helicopter leadership and consolidates other relevant features (Yeboah-Assiamah et al.
2018) which make it optimal for addressing 21*-century complex management and organi-
zational problems. Beyond the interaction of leader-subordinate which many others such a
transformational theory does, a striking attribute of the transdisciplinary leader is its open
system view which lays emphasis on external stakeholders in strategy formulation and task
execution. In this typology, the leadership space is very open and embraces the idea of
shared responsibility (Pearce and Conger 2003) between the leader, their subordinates, and
the external environment; and decisions are made taking cues from the organizational envi-
ronment and external actors (Ireland and Hitt 2005).

Although the transdisciplinary leadership model may remain a useful tool to make deci-
sions in organizations, it nonetheless could raise some critical conceptual and methodo-
logical issues such as how does the organization get to know that it may be dealing with the
whole problem and not just a part of it?
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Additionally, in organizations some pressing issues might require urgent attention and
some decisions need to be made in real time. This may make it difficult to allow for all rel-
evant stakeholders to bring their views before a decision can be made.

If decisions are to be made through joint effort of internal and external stakeholders, the
possibility of reaching a consensus may be somewhat challenging since their goals may be
conflictual. For example, customers are difficult to satisfy entities and may always strive for
more which may not be in the particular interest of the organization.

Additionally, depending on the context and nature of stakeholders encountered, shared
leadership may not be the best hence transdisciplinary model may not act properly but con-
tingency theory of leadership. It is therefore, crucial for leaders to have cultural aware-
ness in order to ascertain how the social context could foster or derail organisational affairs
when transdisciplinary leadership is operationalized. In other words, the nature of stake-
holders, their motivation and dedication levels, their competencies and experiences among
others are crucial to the operationalization of the model.

Despite the above possible limitations, efforts at engaging and involving relevant stake-
holders in decision making helps in getting real problems solved as will be discussed in
this study.

Methodology

The study uses practical management and leadership case scenarios to highlight situations
where leaders or management found themselves in dire situations and could only make
major breakthroughs (or got workable ideas) through collective approach and upon broader
consultation with various line supervisors and workers at the lower level or from other
entities. Participants enrolled in the Masters of Public Administration (MPA students?) at
the University of Ghana Business School were asked to provide experiences in their vari-
ous organizations where the leader or management attempted to address and fix a problem
but could not get it through all by themselves alone and could only make a breakthrough
upon broader consultation with the various supervisors and workers at the lower level. In
all, seventeen (17) cases were drawn from both the public and private sectors and from
diverse organizational settings which includes management and leadership in the education
sector (primary school, high school, private university; local government administration;
Church (religious organization); public organization (S); Financial company; a public
research agency; and a private company. Submissions by participants were analyzed using
a four-column analytical framework which entails (i) a first column highlighting the organi-
zational context or setting where the issue occurred; a second column highlights the prob-
lem or management issue that was at stake as well as how management struggled with the
issue; a third column highlights leadership/management fallout and the resolve to engage
broadly with stakeholders; a final column highlights the results from broader engagement
and the lessons. The analytical framework is discussed to provide empirical support to a
transdisciplinary leadership and governance theory (Yeboah-Assiamah et al. 2018). For

2 Majority of these are also managers or practitioners and each of these has at least experiences in leader-
ship and organizational decisional dynamics either as managers or staff in the public or private context.
Most of them used their current or previous workplace examples and in the original submissions the subjec-
tive pronouns “we, I’ were mainly used but for ethical reasons the cases are presented to remain anonymous
and somewhat general.
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ethical reasons, the names of the organizations as well as issues that are not already public
knowledge are not disclosed in the paper but denoted with variables. This is a way of pro-
tecting the identity of participants as well as the names of the organizations. Table 1 below
presents the case summaries and lessons thereof.

Summary of Cases and Analytical Framework
Discussion and Policy Implication

From the cases and data presented in Table 1 above, the following themes stand out which
form the basis of our discussion: wicked problems are inevitable in organizations; ini-
tial management show of maestro and bravado,; branching point and desire to crisscross/
engage; cross-sectoral collaboration works best.

Wicked Problems are Inevitable in Organizations

Organizations whether public or private at one point or the other is confronted with “a
wicked problem” addressing such issue is convoluted as there is no straightforward solution
but a resolution through collaborative and tactical efforts. An issue is said to be “wicked”
in nature if it is a complex, malignant, vicious, tricky, and ill-structured problem, without
a ready-made solution. Problems in human or social organizations are ‘messy’ in nature as
“distinguished from problems in the natural sciences, which are definable and separable
and may have solutions that are findable, the problems of (social organizations and soci-
ety) are ill-defined; and they rely upon an elusive political judgment for resolution™ (Rittel
and Webber 1973 p. 160). Wicked problems have many constituents and stakeholders who
are equally equipped, interested, and/or entitled to judge the solutions, although none has
the power to set formal decision rules to determine correctness. Their frame for judging is
likely to differ widely in accordance with their sectional or personal interests, their special
value-sets, and their ideological predispositions. Their assessments of proposed solutions
are expressed as either "good" or "bad" or, more likely, as "better or worse" or "satisfying"
or "good enough." The literature suggests network forms are particularly effective in tack-
ling ‘wicked problems’ which according to Rittel and Webber (1973) refer to far-reaching
problems, issues and situations where: (1) there is no obvious solution; (2) many individu-
als and organizations are necessarily involved; (3) there is disagreement among stakehold-
ers; and (4) where desired behaviour changes are part of the solution. “Wicked problems’
according to Clarke and Stewart (1997) go beyond the scope of one agency (for example,
anti-crime or smoking strategies) and unaligned interventions by one agency have perverse
side effects. Instead, they require a broad systemic response, working across boundaries
and engaging citizens and stakeholders in co-producing policy-making and implementa-
tion. So structural change towards networks has been reinforced by a policy emphasis on a
‘leadership’ capability (as opposed to vertical management) (Graham et al. 2015).
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Initial Management Show of Maestro and Bravado

In most cases, it may be typical of leaders and managers to attempt at addressing wicked
problems their own way and perspective which in many cases do not get anything done but
rather exacerbates the issue at stake. An issue which began with a level 1 “messiness” may
degenerate into even level 5 “messiness” if management demonstrates maestro or bravado
through a lone ranger display of power and naked force to compel and force a ‘solution’
down the throats of organizational members/constituents. Through such display of power
and force, leaders muddy the waters by increasing the “messiness” of the issue which is
an indication that such an approach is undesirable. The growing complexities of public
problems and sophisticated public (stakeholders) in the twenty-first century flies in the face
of the traditional idea of how organizations and the public sector should operate; which
necessitates transdisciplinary leadership. The fundamental distinction between traditional
notions of leadership and transdisciplinary leadership is that the influence process is built
upon more than just downward influence on subordinates or followers by an appointed or
elected leader. The latter entails broadly sharing power and influence among a set of indi-
viduals rather than centralizing it in the hands of a single individual who acts in the clear
role of a dominant superior. In the cases, there is unanimous evidence that management/
leadership in most cases attempts to solve problems in their own way based on their own
understanding and perception of the issue and attempts all means to make their approach
work including a naked display of power. Particularly with case 1 local government offi-
cials invited the military to force traders to comply; with case 2, management attributed
the problem to staff at the said department and treated them as strict robots and differently
from others; and with case 9 management, the new headmistress attempted to force her
philosophy down the throats of all through radical reforms. The results of the display of
naked and brute force in attempting to solve a “wicked problem” has been counter-effective
in the medium to long term which suggests that a display of management bravado and
the threat of force is not a sustained way of dealing with complex managerial and society
problems.

Branching Point and Desire to Crisscross/Engage

When it becomes clear that the initial display of management bravado and maestro or
deployment of lone ranger specialist command and control approach is failing or has failed,
it is only imperative to crisscross and engage broadly with relevant stakeholders within
and outside the organization for ideas. In all cases reviewed, it is evident that managers/
leaders when faced with obstacles in their resolve to display bravado take a U-turn to seek
help from the internal and external environment, and those that realize the value in this
approach mostly get the best benefits. Essentially, public leadership should be viewed as a
dynamic, unfolding, interactive influence process among individuals, where the objective
is to lead one another toward the achievement of collective goals and that, the influence
process often involves peer influence and at other times involves upward or downward hier-
archical influence. The “machine-like” tendencies of helicopter leadership [underpinned
by micromanagement and extreme bureaucracy] tend to complicate the task of providing
good customer service and public value to citizens; Lovell (1992) puts it, bureaucracies
“are developed to do a specific job” and mostly execute such jobs, but “do not lend them-
selves easily to change,” [even when the context demands such flexibility and dynamism]
(p. 395). This type of leadership whose emphasis is on a collaborative approach to decision
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making is ideal for 21%-century public sector which is confronted with complex and wicked
problems which are in a flux exacerbated by advancement in information flow. Pearce et al.
(2009) maintain “senior-most leaders may not possess sufficient and relevant information
to make highly effective decisions in a fast-changing and complex world...” (p. 235). In
reality, “managers down the line may be more highly informed and in a far better position
to provide leadership” (ibid, p. 235).

Good Intention, Sound Technical Solution Yet for a Wrong Context (Type Ill Error)

The cases provide evidence where managers in their thinking may have good intentions for
the organization or subordinates and could roll out a technically logical and sound solu-
tion to address a problem yet it will not yield the intended “theoretical” benefits. This is
what Dunn (2004) calls type III error which occurs in the policy process when the right
policy solutions or effective policies are formulated but for poorly identified problems. For
example with case 12, the provision of workers’ canteen to reduce the burden of employ-
ees hovering and queuing outside the company premises in search of lunch food was a
good initiative by management yet the issue was not just food but particular kinds of foods
(local menu). With case 17, management thought perhaps decrease in productivity despite
the right human resources with relevant skills prevailed was due to poor remuneration and
decided to increase incentive packages. With case 9, the headmistress had good intentions
of enhancing the academic focus of the school; with case 1 local government authorities
had good intentions of providing traders with a modern market with adequate space to
cater for their increasing population; with case 4, management had the intention of cur-
tailing unethical code of conduct (employees lateness to work) and rolled out technically
sound corporate practices; with case 6 leadership of Parliament thought it well to provide
MPs with research assistants to help them with their research work. However, in all these
scenarios, although the intention was good and not in bad faith, the solution appeared tech-
nically and theoretically sound yet management failed to diagnose the real issues on the
ground. In other words, the problem at stake was not well structured before attempting to
implement a solution. Without a well-meaning crisscrossing and stakeholder engagement
to appropriately help diagnose and structure a perceived or real problem in terms of its cov-
erage, intended and unintended consequences, approaches among others, even well-mean-
ing and well-intended management/leadership initiatives or proposed solutions may fail.
To avoid this error, it is imperative to take the time to embark on a broader consultation to
involve wider interests in order to appreciate the real problem, its scope, and boundaries
(Dunn 2004).

System View of Leadership Complementation

Those managers who either began by engaging broadly or only got to a branching point
resolved to collaborate with stakeholders witnessed breakthroughs. Decision-making is
neither the sole responsibility of the leader nor totally delegated to subordinates but a joint
task undertaken by both leaders and staff. Task accomplishment is also not the sole respon-
sibility of subordinates but a brainstorming process between leaders and relevant actors
on ‘how best’ to accomplish the task in a more effective and efficient manner. This leader-
ship ensures the optimal connection between leaders and subordinates in goal setting and
task accomplishment in a collaborative manner. The leader engages workers by designing
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a common objective which also takes into consideration the numerous external actors who
are stakeholders to the organization or would be affected by the organization’s decisions. In
other words, this leader is a team player, collaborative, transformational, and engages with
workers within the organizational walls and those external stakeholders. Due to the col-
laborative approach this leadership adopts, workers are well motivated hence they perform
with their hand, head, and heart (3Hs) to accomplish the desired organizational goals. This
indicates that cross-sectoral collaboration works best in the organizational setting. Organi-
zations are blessed with social capital, some individuals are assets which leaders/managers
could fall to in times of specific wicked problems at stake. It will be bad of management
to circumvent such assets and to struggle on their own wasting time and other resources
whilst the solution sits right in their face.

Conclusion and Recommendations

From the study observations and discussions, it is observed that attempts to manage unilat-
erally is a difficult task and may only put leaders into a very difficult situations and the net
effect will be failed policies or at best delivery of sub-standard organizational objectives.
This conclusion corroborates an observation by Sullivan and Skelcher (2017) that cross-
cutting issues are those which have a fundamental effect on well-being... they cannot be
tackled successfully by a single agency, nor will disjointed action have any real effect’ (p.
56). The study reveals that efforts at building bridges between leaders, their colleagues, or
the internal working environment as well as forging an alliance with external actors is not
only good for human relations per se but remains a cornerstone for collating and gathering
solutions to very difficult organizational challenges. At the macro and meso levels, achiev-
ing effective policy outcomes redirects attention from narrow, vertical, performance man-
agement systems to those long-term issues dependent on intermediate processes such as
building inter-agency collaboration. At the micro-level, the study concludes that although
leaders and managers may be the best in terms of knowledge, skills, and abilities (KSAs),
organizational issues and challenges go beyond what one is familiar with to a one which at
times is relational and requires social capital to liaise between the organization and other
actors for successful negotiations and breakthroughs. The conclusions above shed empiri-
cal thoughts on propositions by McCall et al (1988) that “many studies of managerial
performance have found that the most critical skill for beginning managers, and one most
often lacking, is interpersonal competence, or the ability to deal withpeople problems’” (p.
19).

The study also concludes that since wicked problems are inevitable in the organiza-
tion, it is also essential that leaders and managers resort to a more collaborative approach
through the strengthening of networks within and outside the frontiers of the organization
to have access to greater ideas synthesized into a coherent whole.

Finally, the study concludes that the approach with which leaders adopt and embark
upon their ideas or decisions is as important as the substance of the decision. A technically
sound decision will fail or face the wrath of organizational members if poorly adopted,
rudely communicated, and badly enforced. It is against such backdrop that Ferlie and Pet-
tigrew (1996) make a case for interpersonal, communication, and listening skills, an ability
to cross boundaries as well an ability to transfer knowledge and to convey requisite stand-
ards and attitudes to be essential tools for leaders. The study contends that leaders need
to actively operate with their internal environment (immediate and extended workforce)
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as well as giving room to their external stakeholders also. In that regard, leaders need to
develop skills including the ability to cope with complexity; the ability to negotiate inter-
dependence; and possession of diplomatic skills of patience and perseverance in order to
kick-start and maintain networks.
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