Future proofing leadership through individual and collective thinking: a case study in
building foresight

Sharon J Williams,
Cardiff Business School, Cardiff University, UK
Catherine McCauley-Smith*,
Teesside University Business School, Teesside University, UK
Ashley Braganza,
Brunel Business School, Brunel University, UK
Anne Clare Gillon,
Faculty of Business and Creative Industries, The University of the West of Scotland, UK
*Corresponding author: Teesside University Business School, Teesside University, Borough
Road, Middlesbrough, TS1 3BA. Email c.mccauley-smith@tees.ac.uk Telephone +44 (0)
1642 342908
Main conclusion:
Leadership development can be fostered through learning where individuals recognize
and acknowledge themselves as an individual (self) leader and shared, collaborative group
(us) of leaders and, as a result of which, foresight and reflective practice plays an integral
role in helping to understand what is needed to foster such learning.

Key Points:
Collaborative learning and the forming of internal networks are key attributes to support
the development of future leaders.
Individual and multiple perspectives of leadership development opportunities are valuable
to provide a broader understanding of experiences and future actions.
Employers need to recognise the importance of collaborative reflection and foresight for
the development of leaders.
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Introduction
The education landscape is changing significantly due to government policy and the
economic climate. Consequently, education leadership and its effectiveness generally and
the leadership of schools specifically are high on the national agenda (Department of
Education, 2010). This study departs from functional, curricula-based school leadership
and responds to the calls for more appropriate methods to address leadership (Hay and
Hodgkinson, 2008) and consider new forms of leadership development (Day 2000;
Cunliffe, 2002), through collaborative learning (Hemetsberger and Reinhardt, 2006),
reflective practice (Cunliffe, 2002, Priestley et al., 2011), and a situated approach
(Kempster and Stewart, 2010) to help cope with the changing environment.

The focal point of our study is the merger of three state schools into one purpose built
school in the North East of the UK. This new school is built on one site, creating a single
learning campus for students aged between 2 and 19. We use the merger of the three
schools to examine the ways individuals recognize and acknowledge their leadership
abilities and development. We are interested particularly in the effects of a bespoke
education intervention on the development of these future leaders.

The learning

intervention was also designed to encourage participants to consider predictive
approaches as they anticipated their future role within the new organisation. In the field
of strategic foresight, predictive strategies and rational planning are central to a learning
process which fosters adaption to future changes (Tsoukas and Shepherd, 2004). Thus,
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the aim of this study is to consider whether the bespoke intervention helped the
participants to understand and prepare for their future leadership roles and the
environment in which they were to operate. We examined their experiences from two
perspectives, namely, the sense of self - individual leaders and the sense of us – the
collection of participants with a view to gaining a getter insight into the future proofing of
leadership.

The education intervention and the innovative organisational structure provide an
interesting and novel setting in which to study the development of the future leaders. The
research question for this study is:
What are the attributes of leadership development from the perspective of ‘self and
‘us’ which help to prepare leaders for their future roles?
The case study we used to address this question assisted us to understand, in depth, the
ways in which the participants perceived the learning intervention from the perspectives
of individual (self) and group (us) and how these impacted on their future roles as leaders
in a newly merged organisation. Specifically, our case study contributes to understanding
the attributes of a leadership development intervention that assist future leaders in
understanding their new roles. Using the self and us perspectives we examine the
experiences. The design of intervention centred on reflective and visionary practice, both
techniques associated with strategic foresight.

As there is no common definition

(Mietzner and Reger, 2009) we define foresight as a provision for or insight into future
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problems – the act(s) of looking forward. Briefly, the key attributes for developing future
leaders from an individual perspective are: problem solving, preparing and managing
change, sense of direction/perspective and self-reflection. The attributes for developing
future leaders from a collective perspective are interdependence, sense of belonging,
embryonic synergy, forming a network, and knowledge transfer.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. The introductory section is followed
by a critique of the leadership development literature and the importance of foresight in
terms of a collaborative leadership role and the working environment. Our theoretical
framework is explained followed by details of the case study. A comprehensive discussion
of the attributes is presented and finally, we draw conclusions and identify implications
and limitations of this work and areas of further research.

Leadership development
Leadership theory suggests a radical shift, over time, in the nature of leadership (Avolio et
al., 2009; House et al., 2004). Towards the end of the 20th and the first decade of the 21st
centuries researchers describe differences between leaders and managers (Pfeffer, 1977;
Kaiser et al. 2008). Although leadership has been the focus of research studies for
decades what is meant by ‘leadership’ remains unclear and elusive (House et al. 2004).
The literature has added to the confusion (Alimo-Metcalfe et al. 2006), with numerous
conflicting and overlapping definitions, descriptions and comparisons of leadership
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models or distinctions between management/leadership (E.g.; Kotter, 1995; Conger and
Kanungo, 1998; Yukl, 2005).

Tierney (1996) identified a ‘sea change’ in how leadership is studied and what we have
learnt. He discusses the qualitative nature of leadership studies and argues that the ways
in which individuals interact and share assumptions constructs organisational reality.
However, very little scholarly attention is given to defining attributes of this individual or
shared interaction.

Others hold a view that leadership theory has yet to fulfil its panacea promise (Osborn et
al. 2002; Zaccaro and Horn, 2003; Currie et al. 2005). Nevertheless, and notwithstanding a
plethora of studies, leadership remains ‘de rigeur’ in the 21st century academic and
business arena (Kellerman and Webster 2001) with a recent turn towards models of
distributed leadership (Gronn, 2000; Bolden, 2011).

Distributed leadership promotes leadership carried out by a team and where leadership is
enacted through a collective. From her recent review Harris (2009) identified a number of
studies that reported a positive relationship between distributed learning and
organisational change (e.g. Graetz, 2000) teacher leadership (e.g. Little, 1990) and
professional learning communities (e.g. Louis and Marks, 1998). This positive relationship
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also extends to aspects of school performance (e.g. Hulpia and Devos, 2009; Leithwood
and Jantzi, 2000).

Fundamental to being a leader is to understand how the leader is perceived by others
(Pomeroy, 2005), to understand the network relations that connect people and to manage
those relationships (Balkundi and Kilduff, 2005). According to Karp (2005), it is essential
for executives and other change leaders to acknowledge that a vital focal point for any
change initiative is people’s capacity to develop a strategic vision and adapt to a new
order. Of particular relevance to our research is that teachers are at the heart of change
in schools (Leiringer and Cardellino, 2011; Priestley et al., 2011), therefore, foresight,
which is conducted to gain more knowledge of future events (Mietzner and Reger, 2009),
is integral to the role of the new leaders.
“weak signals” before it occurs.

According to Ansoff (1976) change presents

He suggests these signals exist within qualitative

information and intuitive discussions, which can lead to different types of enquiry and
interpretation. It is the role of future leaders to be aware of these “weak signals” and to
have an appreciation of collaborative working and intuitive discussions.

Priestley et al’s (2011) study highlights the poor engagement of teachers in change due to
a lack of ‘connection between the big ideas and the fine grain of practice and the
‘isolation’ of teachers (p.268). Knowledge has to be ‘acquired by doing and experiencing –
being a reflective practitioner’ (Priestley et al., 2011), and that a stage needs to be set for
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reflective practices …. in order to construct shared understanding’ (Ayas and Zenuik, 2001:
63). We observe that scholars are in some agreement that reflection results in change; for
example, ‘A learning system… our systems need to maintain their identity, and their ability
to support the self-identity of those who belong to them, but they must at the same time
be capable of transforming themselves’ (Schon, 1973:57); reflective learning results in a
changed conceptual perspective (Boyd and Fales, 1983); and critical reflection links
changed awareness with changed action (Fook and Gardner, 2007).

Emelo (2011)

emphasises the importance of reflection to foresight. He advocates by understanding the
past leaders are better placed to adapt to the future.

The above discussion of the literature shows the importance of reflexivity and foresight to
the development of future leaders both as individuals and within a group. This gap
attracted us to construct this research study and to develop the following research
question:
What are the attributes of leadership development from the perspective of ‘self and
‘us’ which help to prepare leaders for their future roles?
To address this question we developed a theoretical framework and explain this in the
next section.

Theoretical framework
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As noted earlier, we are interested in leadership development from two perspectives: Self
and Us in order to understand the preparation of future leaders. To frame our discussion
we adapted a framework provided by Küpers and Statler (2008). Initially this framework
was developed to provide a multilevel view of leadership and wisdom. The framework
integrates various knowledge systems to provide a clearer and more comprehensive
picture of leadership development intervention. This assembled various dimensions into
one framework (Küpers and Statler, 2008), for

example,

it accommodates

internal/external and individual/multiple perspectives. Küpers and Statler, (2008) further
develop the framework to consider four interconnected processes of intentional,
behavioural, cultural and social domains. For the purpose of this paper, we have adapted
the framework (see figure 1) to reflect only the core elements of this study: individual
(self) and collective/multiple (us) perspectives. We have substituted the ‘internal’ and
‘external’ notation for ‘reflection’ and ‘foresight’ to represent the key dimensions of our
research associated with the development of future leaders.
Insert figure 1 about here

Methodology
Case study research has a long, distinguished history and facilitates ‘in depth data
collection involving multiple sources of information and reports a case description and
case based themes’ (Creswell, 2007:73). Our case study focused on specific individuals as
the unit of analysis, namely individuals who form a second tier of leadership known as the
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Wider Leadership Team (WLT) hierarchically situated immediately below a senior
leadership team known as the Executive Leadership Team (ELT). The participants formed
a cohort that was purposefully identified by the ELT. All nine members of the WLT agreed
to participate in a two year learning intervention and all successfully completed their
studies. The cohort was made up of six females and three males, of which eight were
qualified teachers and one was a senior member of administrative staff. Their leadership
roles were eight progress leaders (equivalent to assistant head teacher) from across the
three schools and a Head of IT Systems. These leadership roles were new to them with
most having little or no previous leadership experience other than that associated with
leading curricula. The appropriate ethical approval and informed consent was obtained
prior to the research starting. To provide anonymity participants are referred to as
interviewee A through to I.

We triangulated data sources from organizational documents such as strategy plans and
minutes of meetings, observation and semi-structured reflexive interviews with the nine
participants on completion of the learning intervention. Audio-taped recordings and
transcriptions of interviews, along with interviewer notes comprised a rich set of field
collected data. The interviews were about forty five minutes in length and we
accumulated over five hours of taped interview data.

Data analysis
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The method used to analyse the interview transcripts is template thematic analysis of text
(King, 2004). This approach allows for the development of conceptual themes and
clustering of these themes into broader groupings (Cassell and Symon, 2004). Template
analysis requires researchers to produce a list of codes or a ‘template’ which represents
themes identified in textual data (King, 1998). An initial template is constructed in order
to analyse text through a process of coding. The construction of the initial template is
based upon two key signposts; the first is the research topic and the second is themes that
emerge from reading the first few transcripts. The initial template employed for this
research developed as the analysis progressed. The main themes were derived from the
theoretical framework and the attributes that emerged from the coding of the interview
data.

The Case Study
The organisational context of this study is the merger of three schools premised on the
formation of a Federated Governing Body to allow a single, focussed approach to
governance and remove a sense of schools operating in isolation (Priestley et al., 2011).
The merger was based on the schools adopting a collaborative approach to the delivery of
education based on an inclusive vision.

The three schools are very different in nature,

composition, design and purpose comprising of:

1. A large secondary community school and specialist Arts College;
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2. A special school and technology college that caters for the full range of pupils with
special educational needs (SEN) across a wide ability range; and
3. A small primary school.

The context of the merger extends leadership development for leaders with devolved
responsibilities across the three schools. The merged leadership structure comprises
three layers: an executive director (ED), an executive leadership team (ELT) and a wider
leadership team (WLT). The WLT is the focus of this research and the individuals in the
team form the units of analysis for the case study. The ED recognised the need for the
organisation to reconfigure and recombine its resources in order to adapt to internal and
external changes.

Future proofing the new leadership structures and developing

predictive capacity were also important to the ED.

This newly merged organisation approached a local university with a view to meeting a
continuing professional development (CPD) requirement. Subsequent to consultation
between key stakeholders (James, 2012) a learning intervention was put in place. The
requirement was to produce and provide a bespoke masters degree in leadership and
change. The intervention curriculum is a combination of theoretical input, experiential
learning, reflection, foresight and draws heavily from Kolb (1984). Furthermore it was
facilitated through a climate that encouraged the participants to engage in conversation
and reflection with each other (Cunliffe, 2002; Priestley et al., 2011; Evans, 2011).
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Specifically participants were encouraged to reflect on past working practices and
environments and envision how these might change in the future under the new
organisational structure. The intervention was delivered by university staff onsite at the
school.

Results and Discussion
In this section we bring together our findings to explore how the intervention supported
the development of the nine future leaders from individual and group perspectives. The
education intervention was designed to reduce the sense of individuals operating in
isolation and to build a sense of camaraderie and interdependence, thus joining up the
‘individual selves’ to form an integrated team of ‘us’. Individual participants had a place in
the organisation however, integrated leadership was fundamental to the effectiveness of
leaders acting within a leadership structure designed to be collaborative and forward
thinking. It was essential to maximize opportunities for critique and foresight by creating
a thoroughly embodied, contextualized learning place in which participants could become
open to engaging with criticality and envisioning future scenarios (Emelo, 2011).

The participants were encouraged to challenge their own and other’s assumptions and
consider scenarios associated with their future roles. They were expected to describe and
critique their own and other’s leadership praxis, to share experiences, to learn from each
other and engage in good leadership conversations (Cunliffe, 2002) in a place (Leiringer

13

and Cardellino, 2011) designed to facilitate learning through reflective practice (Kempster,
2009) and foresight. Using our adapted framework shown in Figure 1, we report the
participant development experiences. The framework also includes examples of the
learning and knowledge mechanisms used within the intervention. Our analysis identified
a number of attributes required to support leadership development for individuals (self)
and teams (us). As the two key approaches in the design of the intervention were
reflection and foresight we use these to structure the reporting of our results. Table 1
summarises the attributes of the intervention and learning that were important to our
participants as they progressed with their learning and developed as leaders.
Insert table one about here

Sense of Self (Individuality)
The accounts associated with the development of ‘self’ have been grouped under the two
themes: foresight and reflection.
a)

Foresight

Sharing experiences was purposefully selected as a characteristic of the education
intervention learning strategy. Offering these types of learning experiences encourages
problem solving ( Lenguick-Hall and Lenguick-Hall, 2003; Mintzberg, 2004). Collaborative
learning also assists leaders to better reflect on past events and consider future options as
part of a strategic vision (Emelo, 2011). The majority of interviewees referred to examples
of how they had resolved leadership problems more effectively since completing the
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intervention. Part of this improved problem solving was attributed to having a clearer
understanding of their role as a leader and an actionable vision of the future (Emelo,
2011). The use of scenarios helps to develop a “memory of the future” (de Geus, 1997)
which individuals can draw upon when faced with a new situation. Interviewee E reported
the intervention as providing a sense of direction and perspective of her purpose as a
leader and fit with the organisation and her own career aspiration:

“I would say that it has definitely made me feel more conscious of what it
is to be a leader …and how a leader should go about leading and managing
… their area … as well as … [to] help me to have a sense of direction and
perspective … knowing what I want from my own job role and my own
future aspirations” [Int E].

Similarly, Interviewee B refers to improved leadership skills and foresight enhancing her
decision making process:

“I make better decisions because I understand a bit more about it
now……you know…how it is supposed to work” [Int B].

The participants’ appear to gain an increase in their confidence when faced with problem
resolutions. The majority of interviewees commented on self assurance not only in
relation to leadership issues but also preparing for and managing change, seeking
opportunities for career development, communicating with peers and managers, and
gaining respect and credibility within the wider organisation.
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In addition, some

participants spoke of feeling less stressed and more organised in the way they manage
their work and teams:

“I worry less now and am much more confident when dealing with
leadership issues… I think I am quite hard on myself and now I realize that
actually I am better than I thought” [Int. I].

Throughout the intervention the participants were able to challenge taken for granted
concepts of leadership and were introduced to new ways of interpreting leadership and
change so that they could explore alternative scenarios and approaches that use critical
management studies in a practice oriented and a more reflexive dialogic way (Ford and
Harding, 2007).

Some participants also recognise the value of exploring more strategic

and visionary view of their roles and the change taking place in the organisation.

“I think part of it is because you can reflect on yourself as a leader again …
thinking about yourself but also there’s a range of tools that I know now are
out there” [Int D].
I think just, just a wider appreciation … of how there are bigger issues in
management” [Int H].

b)

Reflection

Self-reflexivity was an important element of understanding the development of
participants. We recognized the embodied, ‘reflexive dialogical’ nature of the learning
process by focusing on developing the participants’ critical practice from within
16

experience (Cunliffe, 2002, p. 42; Priestley et al., 2011). The opportunity throughout the
intervention, to reflect upon their role and their new theoretical knowledge, encouraged
the participants to consider their leadership roles, how they conversed with and related to
others and how they would deal with future situations and changes:

“Before I started the [intervention] I didn’t really see my leadership role……I
mean….well, I knew that I was a leader but a leader of what exactly. Now I
know that there is so much more to it especially all the different models and
styles and when I reflect on that I realize that it is different all the time and
that you need to use different stuff for different people” [Int I].

The participants were encouraged to recount their lived experiences to provide
perspectives as critical management thinkers and discover a clearer understanding of their
history, which assists with visioning the future (Copeland, 2006). The participants
recognised the value of reflexive skills, as one participant explained what this meant to
her personally as well as her wider leadership role:

“I think its … forced me to reflect and think about myself as a leader and
how … I view myself but also I am very conscious of other people’s
perceptions” [Int D].

Sense of us (Collectivity)
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a)

Foresight

The learning intervention was designed to encourage collaboration and relationship
building (Hitt and Ireland, 2002; Mintzberg, 2004). At the beginning of the intervention
participants were encouraged to ‘practice and develop learning capabilities of
understanding interdependence’ (Ayas and Zenuik, 2001: 63). The opportunity to study
with their peers was viewed positively by the group. Several of the participants reported a
sense of belonging, interdependence and synergy:

“It has certainly brought us all together. I felt quite isolated when I first
started … but the course made me realize that we were all in a similar
position. What was really nice was how we developed as a group and there
is quite a bond now. It was really good to be able to talk to other members
of staff about similar problems and being able to come up with solutions…
sharing experiences really helped to build bridges”. [Int I]

“… I think that even just having that time to spend talking to each other,
listening to each other … you know seeking each others’ views,
understanding how things work … among different colleagues that’s really
helped …that sense of community … I think that’s strengthened even though
we are not meeting as a group any more … in this context I think that bond
is still there between us … something that I think won’t go” [Int E].
The multiple perspectives were important to enable participants to reflect on their past
and present realities and trends in order to help with envisioning future situations and
actions (Emelo, 2011). One participant suggested that the team was building supportive
relationships and spreading to what can be termed as a network and sense of oneness.
Similarly, one interviewee spoke about it being easier to communicate and work both
inside and outside of the organisation:
18

“… obviously with speaking to other people in the [organisation] I think it’s
helped to promote both what we [own team] do and what other people do
in the [organisation]. “…I think we’re much more rounded in what we do
and our portfolio of what we do with schools both in the [organisation] and
externally is, is much, much better in terms of … moving forward” [Int F].

Another participant described the value of the development opportunity in terms of
strengthening strategic vision and foresight.
“It has given me a broader awareness of how, how the wider elements of
the school leadership and the different elements of the schoolwork together
and … how to approach those different elements in different ways
depending on the outcomes that I want so its caused me to think deeper
about, about the way that I would do that certainly” [Int G].

The tension of reconciling leadership development from the sense of self with the sense of
the team (us) was described by one interviewee as controversial. She first questioned her
own leadership skills and then those of her managers. She referred to it being “a battle of
wills” and envisioning how to fit and work within the organisational structure.

“… initially when I first started the [intervention] I found it … made me quite
controversial, it made me start to look more at my leadership style and sort
of confront how I was dealing with things so it made me question my own
leadership skills but then it also made me question …the people who led me
… so it was sort of a battle of wills of where did I fit in the structure, how
could I fit in the structure … and work within the structure?” [Int A].
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Interviewee G spoke of the frustration of not always being able to implement what he had
learnt. He spoke of his role being operational and a lack of time and space to think
strategically. Day-to-day survival was described as a priority and hence the opportunity to
put theory into practice was very limited. Interestingly the comment here conflicts with
his previous view and demonstrates a real tension and frustration about barriers to
putting learning into praxis:

“My role is still very much operational …that I don’t often get the chance to
think beyond that, other than day to day survival really so in terms of how
I’m actually putting it in to practice I would probably say it’s very limited”
[Int G].

Emelo (2011) advocates the intentional grouping of people with different perspectives.
He sees this as a constructive way of evaluating past events and eliciting multiple options
for future working and strategic vision.
b) Reflection
Time was allocated within the programme to enable the group to discuss and review
leadership development within their wider role as the WLT. As all members were present
at the intervention this provided the opportunity to reflect on past experiences and recent
events within the School and relate these to theoretical perspectives of leadership
development. Initially, the group reflective discussions were not always viewed as a
learning opportunity by all participants. This was a skill that was developed and improved
as the learning intervention progressed. Outside of the intervention, the participants
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found their WLT meetings provided an opportunity to reflect upon their learning and
working relationships.
“We’ve become a really good group ourselves…and it has certainly
developed working relationships amongst us in that group” [Int C].

This development intervention with the WLT team has presented the early beginnings of a
foresight network (Emelo, 2011).

The collaborative and reflective discussions of the

group presented a broader view of the role of the WLT, their role within the organisation
and the strategic intent and vision for the future.

Conclusions and recommendations
This study focuses on a leadership development education intervention for nine
participants from a newly merged educational organisation.

Over a two-year post

graduate intervention we observed a change in the participants. They developed from a
group of teachers and an IT specialist to acknowledge themselves as leaders and members
of an integrated, connected and collaborative network of leader- practitioners. Their
sense of self led to clarity and confirmation about their individual roles as leader and they
developed a heightened sense of their own actions and those of others around them. The
participants developed from being unsure about their individual leader identity to
recognizing and acknowledging their place as leaders and able work with others within a
newly formed leadership structure designed to operate collaboratively. They developed
individual and collaborative leadership skills, they are able to understand the nuances of
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leadership language and to see the ‘bigger picture’ (Priestley et al., 2011).

In terms of

future proofing leadership within the organisation, the applicants have progressed in their
collaborative working as the WLT to detect changes and predict and solve problems.

This case study offers important insights into how learning can take place and how
leadership development can be fostered through a bespoke learning intervention. We
were interested to find out how a bespoke learning intervention contributes to how
individuals recognize and acknowledge themselves as an individual (self) leader and
shared, collaborative group (us) of leaders.

As a result foresight and reflective practice

played an integral role in helping to understand what is needed to foster such learning.

The limitation of this study, although conducted over a two year period, is the small
sample of participants. There is a need to expand this study to consider other educational
sites employing the same or similar leadership development interventions so that
comparative data can be gathered. We intend to conduct further research with the
existing cohort to investigate whether the foresight and reflective practice continue to
shape the future practice of the Wider Leadership Team.

The implications of this research are twofold: First, the practical implications are for those
involved in the design of learning interventions to consider the importance of foresight
and reflection in the development of leaders from both single and multiple perspectives.

22

The inclusion of collaborative evaluation of past experiences and trends help to identify
actions for the future. This study emphasises for employers the importance of individual
and collective reflection and the need for those in leadership roles to embrace and embed
visionary and reflexive skills within their learning and management practice.

Second, the theoretical implications for the future are around such questions as how will
leadership behaviour manifest in the longer term, how will the leaders articulate their
learning, are foresight and reflection key skills for future leaders, what is the role of
internal and external networks in developing future leaders and their ability to identify
‘weak signals’ of change?

Our study contributes to the wider understanding of leadership development by observing
a bespoke learning intervention in situ. We conclude that leadership development
requires individuals to discover aspects of themselves (self) and to reflect on their
relationships (us). The exploration of this intervention has demonstrated the value of
reflecting on past events and envisioning future actions when developing future leaders.
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