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Leadership Theories

Group and Organizational Behavior
I have always wondered what made a leader and why I continue to see some people in leadership positions with little or no leadership skills. Why is it some people excel at leadership while others do not? I have finally found three theories that may explain why this happens. The three leadership theories include trait, circumstances and function. I hope to share with you my findings in case you may be wondering the same things.

Leadership styles have changed over the years, as have people’s expectations. Van Velsor and Leslie stated that leaders can no longer rely on position power to get the job done. “People want to see their leaders, hear them talk from their hearts, roll their sleeves up and spontaneously and genuinely build that trust”.

Historically, leadership has changed as demands of the workplace change. The leadership theories can explain what can happen when people are selected as leaders. The trait theory came about because people were judged according to their physical attributes and personality characteristics. A person was born into being a leader because of his or her weight, height, gender or family lineage. I was shocked to find that wage scales can be impacted by these same characteristics in some work places. People are placed in leadership positions because they are male, six feet tall and have a deep voice. These same people may lack leadership skills and cause disruption in the workplace because they do not know how to work with others. 

Circumstances theory states that a person has to be in the right place at the right time to become a leader. Some examples include, war heroes and astronauts who become leaders in political realms. Athletes who excel in their sports also excel in the business world because people tend to look at them as leaders and athletes can sell goods. Although it can happen that if a person is successful in one area they can be successful in other areas not everyone who has experienced a certain circumstance should be a leader. 

The final theory is Function and in my estimation the most valid. The basic role of this theory is task orientation and people orientation. Any member of the group can possess the leader function. Task oriented behaviors are directed toward a goal while people oriented behaviors deal with the people working toward that goal. This theory impresses me the most because leadership is learned and it is not given to you because you are born with certain qualities or have experienced a certain circumstance. The leader ensures that the goal is being achieved while the people are being taken care of too. Everyone wins when the leader deals with the task and the people.

I have come across many leaders who possess these leadership characteristics and I can better understand why some people become leaders when they possess no real skills with people. I am amazed that some of these theories are still in practice in the 1990’s. I have experienced leaders who supervise people who have no technical or people skills but are attractive and have charisma. The leaders have traits that make them appealing to be around but they have no skills in accomplishing a task through people. I have been judged according to my looks and have found that I am treated one way when I am thin and another when I am over weight. I have advanced more in my career when I have been thin compared to when I am overweight. I have seen people advance because they have aggressive personalities and bully their way through people to become leaders. I do not understand how some leaders can be so cruel to people and expect them to be loyal. People are at their optimum when they are supported and not belittled.

Several years ago I had the pleasure of working for a manager who held all of the function theory characteristics. The manager focused on the goal but made sure the team was taken care of. Work hours were long and demands heavy but this manager made us all feel like the goal was owned by each of us and that we were the most important part in a successful result. We not only succeeded but we were treated like heroes. A group of twenty technicians moved a data center several floors within the same building with minimal disruption to our users and did this with just a core group of dedicated people with a leader who was task oriented and people oriented. This function theory leader did not have great height, weight or experienced a great circumstance, he simply learned the skills necessary to become a successful leader. I have tried to emulate this function theory manager over my career and have found it to be the most effective way to work with and through people. I have had several successful projects where I have been the leader and have always succeeded if I kept the goal and people as the top priorities.

I hope that this explanation of the leadership theories have shed some light on why people become leaders. I have learned that perhaps people are placed into positions of leadership because they have traits and circumstances that warrant it and I should not judge if that is right or wrong. I do believe that future leaders will need to be both task and people oriented. I will keep these theories in mind and continue to learn effective ways to lead so I to can be a successful leader. 
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