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INTRODUCTION

Is ‘leadership’ an art or a science?

Are ‘leaders’ born to lead, or can ‘leadership’ be taught?

These are two perennial questions that have long been debated, probably since the first time a human sharpened a stick and walked out of the cave saying ‘Follow me!’

The concept of leadership as a birthright has been the topic of much debate for socio-political reasons, and now, in the 21st century, it is generally accepted that leadership represents a series of skills that can be learned, and exercised, much like any other intellectual and practical set of behaviours.

Again, there is much debate about what that set of skills and behaviours actually constitutes. This is then generally overlaid by the political considerations of the day; it is rare that Pol Pot, SS generals or Genghis Khan are referenced as ‘good’ leaders.

Every good bookshop (actual and virtual) has shelves of books on leadership, most of them written (or at least ghost-written) by military, political and business leaders, aiming to tell their leadership story.

While many of these books are a cracking good read, and many will teach useful leadership lessons, they tend to be very fixed in the time and the place in which the leader himself or herself lived. They tend to be anecdotal and driven as much by individual personality as by any objective analysis. Many of them define leadership in philosophical terms; their leadership was an art, rather than a science.

Most years there is a steady flow of more ‘scientific’ papers that are published by academics, consultancies and businesses. These range from weighty tomes with thousands of pages of statistical analysis to simple and straightforward survey results. Some are the product of a large team, months (or even years) of dedicated effort and large research grants. Others seem little more than a vehicle to issue a press release. Many of these papers are published and then never heard of again. Some become the basis for other work and some become misquoted, distorted and hence dangerous.

This book aims to provide something of a one-stop-shop by way of a reference to a selection of 40 of these more ‘scientific’ studies. I put the word ‘scientific’ in inverted commas for one reason. Science is, ironically, not an exact science when it comes to human behaviour; some scientific studies, while carried out with objective rigour, can be misleading, simply because of the nature of the study group. A study of behaviours and reactions may seem to be very comprehensive but then, when you dig beneath the surface, you discover that the observations and conclusions are based on a sample group of 15 people. Out of a population of 7 billion so this hardly counts as a statistically significant number.

Alternatively, the study may have had a larger study group but one that was homogenous; many popular, recognized and respected studies were carried out by American universities in the 1960s. The study groups were often other students and the student population of the time was almost exclusively educated, white, male and from a similar, middle and upper income socio-economic background.

The UK’s Science Council exists to advance science in the UK but it realized quite early on that there was no adequate definition of what ‘science’ constituted.

It came up with the following definition:

‘Science is the pursuit and application of knowledge and understanding of the natural and social world following a systematic methodology based on evidence.’

This is great, now we have a base definition of what constitutes science so we can separate the scientific conclusions from the homespun philosophy.

Why does this matter? TV news and documentary programmes are always telling us that ‘scientists have discovered X’, or that ‘the evidence clearly states Y…’ and generally we take their content as read, why? Chapter 1 looks at a piece of work that is already a couple of thousand years old. The theory it expounds explains neatly why ‘science’ is a powerful force in the leadership debate as well as being a lynchpin of many other issues that affect leaders and their followers.

Back to the Science Council. What it did next is quite interesting; the Science Council website quotes its definition and then provides a commendation of that definition by no other personage than Anthony Clifford (‘A. C.’) Grayling. Why does Grayling’s opinion count? He is an MA, a DPhil (Oxon) and a Fellow of not one, but two, Royal Societies. Clearly he is a serious intellect.

But he is not a scientist.

He is a philosopher.

That piece of work in Chapter 1 also has some explanation of this. While we know that sometimes we can’t argue with the actual evidence, we are generally also prepared to be influenced by people we can respect.

In recognition of the breadth of knowledge that a leader needs in the modern world I have not confined this book to studies that formally and solely concern themselves with ‘leadership’ in its purest sense. Leaders need to know about leadership, but they also need to know about human psychology, communication, motivation, marketing, how people learn and how customers behave and react. Consequently, this book is wide ranging in its base material.

It is also worth remembering that much science ends up being proven to be wrong; phrenology was once considered to be a respectable science but is now almost universally seen as a pseudo-science. Neuro-linguistic programming is hailed by some to be an irrefutable science while others decry it as mumbo-jumbo of the most dangerous sort. So much so in fact that, on many online forums, that single sentence would be enough to trigger a landslide of response and counter response that would go on until one party or another became so angered (and therefore unscientific) that their comments would be removed by the moderator.

Some of the studies included have been discredited or exposed as bunk; these I include simply because they are now so well known that they are seen as ‘received wisdom’.

Finally it has to be said that many studies are carried out with less intention to find the answer than to simply act as a vehicle for the students to practise carrying out a scientific study. This means that many studies do no more than replicate previous studies. In consequence, this book may refer to one particular study; this is not to denigrate the others, simply to avoid the book reading like many scientific studies; with every single sentence referencing another academic’s work in order to prove that the student has left no thesis unread and no textbook un-thumbed.
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People make decisions based on factors other than pure logic… humans are no Vulcans!

Think about your private life for a moment.

Have you ever wanted something that you could just afford? This is something that you wanted, but didn’t necessarily need. It could have been a car or a new mobile phone, an item of clothing or a holiday.

Did you buy it?

If so; why?

We all make judgements, whether in our purchases or our decisions to do things. Our capacity to make these judgements is not influenced solely by logical argument and demonstrable evidence.

And this is just as relevant in the workplace as in our home lives.

Aristotle, who lived from 384 to 322 BCE, was both a philosopher and a scientist. Born in Macedonia, the son of the personal physician to King Amyntas, he was probably at least in part brought up within a palace.

At 18, he moved to Athens and attended Plato’s Academy where he remained until the ripe old age (for a student) of 37. He studied and mastered many subjects – including physics, biology, zoology, metaphysics, logic, ethics, aesthetics, poetry, theatre, music, rhetoric, linguistics, politics and government, and wrote on pretty much all of them.

So well known did he become as a scholar and sage that, in 356 BCE, King Philip of Macedon invited him to become personal tutor to his son Alexander, a job he continued to do for some 33 years. Not that Alexander was a slow developer but he was clearly a believer in ‘lifelong learning’… even being known as Alexander the Great didn’t dim the younger man’s respect for his tutor.

Alexander gave Aristotle many opportunities both in regard to the areas of study and also the basic resources to store, collate and distribute knowledge. He established a library in the Lyceum, which aided in the production of many of his hundreds of books.

Aristotle immersed himself in empirical studies, hence is often viewed as humanity’s first ‘real’ scientist. His works contain the earliest-known formal study of logic, which, in the late 19th century became the foundation of modern formal logic. He believed all people’s concepts and all of their knowledge was ultimately based on perception.

Aristotle’s work influenced Jewish, Christian and Islamic theological thought during the Middle Ages and he was revered by medieval Muslim thinkers as ‘The First Teacher’. His work and thoughts on ethics have gained renewed interest with the modern (dare one say post-Christian) Western world and are still the object of active academic study today.

Aristotle’s interest in politics and rhetoric led him to analyse the different ways that a proposal influenced people to make judgements and decisions.

He summarized his findings in what is usually referred to as his ‘Model of Proof’.

This is pertinent for influencers both speaking to groups and interpersonal communication. In his day, of course, there was no electronic communication (mass media or individual), but the model stands the test of time and is still as valid in the 21st century as it was some 2,800 years ago.

It goes like this:

There are three elements that influence people:

Logos, the Greek for ‘word’, from which we get the word ‘logic’

This refers to the clarity of the message’s claim and the effectiveness of its supporting evidence.

The audience or other party should be able to both follow a clear progression of concepts and see reasonable and appropriate facts to support the message.

Ethos, the Greek for ‘character’, from which we get the word ‘ethic’

This refers to the credibility of the speaker or writer or the credibility of the source from whence they may be quoting their evidence and facts.

If the audience is personally familiar with the speaker or writer, then that person’s reputation with the audience will be critical. Is he or she an expert in the field? Does she have relevant experience?

If the speaker or writer is unknown to the audience, what evidence is there to suggest that the person is a knowledgeable expert? Remember A. C. Grayling? He has MA, DPhil, FRSA, and FRSL after his name; these post-nominal letters establish his credentials. Similarly, an august publication or institution can add ethos weight to a message: ‘Source: Harvard Business Review’, for example.

In the modern world ethos can also be added via the medium chosen to carry a message. ‘As seen on TV’ is a prime example, or the fact that the CEO makes a presentation personally is seen to add credibility over having an underling pass on the message.

Pathos, the ancient Greek ‘suffering’ or ‘experience’

This is an appeal that draws upon the audience’s emotions, sympathies, interests, and/or imagination. An appeal to pathos encourages the audience to identify with the message through their emotions; appealing to someone’s better nature, tugging their heartstrings, emotional blackmail, sending them on a guilt trip, appealing to their self-interest are all examples of pathos arguments.

Think back to the opening paragraph of this chapter; did you buy something you wanted but didn’t need? Logic said you didn’t need it, but something else said you wanted to own it. It could have been that you just wanted to feel great by possessing it or it may have been that you know someone else who had one and so you felt if it was good enough for them it would be good enough for you. This is what people do; they are influenced by a combination of rational and emotional factors and they are swayed as much by the messenger as they are by the message.

OK, so there is the study. The question now is: ‘What can you do to use that data to make yourself a better leader?’

People will only follow you if you influence them, so Aristotle’s ‘Model of Proof’ is highly pertinent to your success as a leader.

Next time you want to influence someone, whether that person is a member of your team, a peer, a customer or even your boss, make sure you consider the logos, ethos and pathos of your argument.

  1.  Have you set out the factual evidence in a clear, concise and logical manner?

  2.  Have you established your personal credentials as an expert in this field (or, if you have no credentials in this field, have you made it clear that you aren’t an expert? Owning up before you start is better than apparently being caught out later)?

  3.  If you are producing a slideshow presentation, have you considered not just the content but also the colour schemes (do they have adequate gravitas?), fonts and graphics?

  4.  Have you kept it brief enough to avoid ‘Death by PowerPoint®’?

  5.  Have you practised it and rehearsed it so that you maintain your credibility?

  6.  Have you referenced all your logos arguments to credible ethos sources (remembering that, in some instances, the end users are the potentially most credible source; if you are recommending a corporate purchase on behalf of shop-floor workers, then the opinion of shop-floor workers is a very potent ethos argument). Have you taken into account the fact that ‘credible’ means credible to the audience not just to you; a reference to an American institution may go down well in some countries/with some audiences, but actually put people off in other places?

  7.  Have you considered all the pathos arguments that might influence each different member or group of your audience; what is in it for them? How will they feel about your proposal? Try to put yourself in their shoes to see what will make them feel good about your proposal; shop-floor workers are actually seldom that revved up about increasing shareholder dividend (unless of course they are shareholders) while customers are not really turned on by the idea of making managers’ lives easier.

So what are the big takeaways here?

•  Next time you give someone an instruction or objective, and they appear to be immediately prepared to accept it, ask how they feel about it (rather than what they think about it).

•  At the next meeting you attend as an attendee rather than as the chair, listen to the arguments put forward for different courses of action. Assess each in the light of logos, ethos and pathos. If you see a colleague floundering because their argument is not ‘three-dimensional’, offer to share this chapter with them afterwards.

•  Remember the ‘three Greeks’: logos, ethos and pathos… they really do help you to win people over.

Source

http://www.european-rhetoric.com/rhetoric-101/ethos-pathos-logos-modes-persuasion-aristotle
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Further reading

courses.durhamtech.edu/perkins/aris.html
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