
Systems 
Leadership
Creating Positive Organisations

Ian Macdonald, Catherine Burke  
and Karl Stewart



Contents

List of Figures	 ix
Acknowledgements	 xi
Preface	 xv

Introduction: Systems Leadership: What Use Is Theory?	 1
Relating theory to practice	 1
Language – social and scientific	 2
The practical value of good theory	 3
People and science	 4
Developing a common language	 5

Part 1	 Principles of Behaviour	 9

1	 Principles of Behaviour	 11
Introduction	 11
Principle 1: People are not machines	 11
Principle 2: People need to be able to predict their environments	 14
Principle 3: People’s behaviour is value based	 16
Principle 4: People form cultures based upon mythologies	 22
Principle 5: Change is a result of dissonance	 25
Principle 6: It is as important to understand social process in detail as it is 
	 to understand the detail of technical process	 29
Principle 7: Understand the difference between prediction of a population’s 
	 behaviour and the prediction of an individual’s behaviour	 29
Principle 8: It is better to build relationships on the basis of authority 
	 rather than power	 32
Principle 9: Clarity of boundaries is the basis of freedom	 35

Part 2	 The Nature of Work and Organisations	 37

2	 What is Work?	 39
Introduction	 39
Human work and identity	 41

3	H uman Capability	 45
Elements of individual capability	 45
So why not include experience, competencies or personality/temperament?	 49
Nature or nurture?	 50
Caveats	 52
Summary	 56



vi S y s t e m s  L e a d e r s h i p

4	 Meritocracy	 59
Introduction	 59
Organisational principles alternative to merit	 59
Authoritarian versus democratic organisations	 61
Summary	 63

5	A ssociations and Employment Hierarchies	 65
Introduction	 65
Associations	 65

6	 The Work of the Board with the Executive Team	 73
Determining purpose, policy, systems and strategy	 73
Summary	 77

7	 Leadership, Power and Authority	 79
Leadership	 79
Power and authority	 81
Summary	 84

8	 Levels of Work	 85
Organising work	 85
What is muddled?	 85
How are they related?	 87
All levels of work are essential	 94
Role and person	 95
Summary	 96

Part 3	 Systems Leadership	 99

9	 The Work of Leadership: Creating a Culture	 101
The work of leadership	 101
The three tools of leadership	 104

10	Leadership, Policy and Systems	 107
The role of policy and systems	 107
Tool for analysing systems	 110
Summary	 113

11	Task Formulation and Assignment	 115
What are tasks?	 115
Human work, tasks and the exercise of discretion	 115
People and task assignment	 117
Task definition extended	 121
Issues in task assignment	 122

12	Authorities and Role Relationships	 131
Introduction	 131
What is a manager?	 132
Manager–subordinate relationships	 133
Authorities of the supervisor	 137
Role relationships	 141



viiC o n t e n t s

13	Key Systems	 143
Introduction	 143
Sources of influence	 143
People systems	 145
Task feedback and review	 148
Performance planning and performance review	 151
Performance evaluation	 153
Summary of performance evaluation systems	 160
Salary administration	 161
Identifying and developing potential	 163
Succession planning	 166
Discipline and appeal	 167
Summary	 171

14	 Teams and Teamwork	 173
Introduction	 173
The false duality	 173
‘Team’ tasks, goals and rewards	 174
Team decisions	 176
Team processes	 176
Summary	 184

Part 4	 Making Change Happen – Putting Theory 
	 Into Practice	 187

15	 The Process of Successful Change: How is it Achieved?	 189
Introduction	 189
Successful change process	 190
Summary	 200

16	 Systems and Symbols Audit – Organisational Health Check	 203
Analysis of systems, symbols and behaviour	 203
Purpose of an audit	 203
Audit steps	 203
Conclusion	 212

17	H ow to Design Systems	 213
Introduction	 213
Significance	 213
Complexity	 214
Criteria: the 20 questions	 215
Practical examples	 222

18	 Creating High Performance Teams	 231
Working together	 231
The course	 232
Cultural relevance	 239
Core social process skills for leaders	 244



viii S y s t e m s  L e a d e r s h i p

19	 So What? What Difference Has This Made?	 245
Introduction	 245
Comalco	 247
Hamersley Iron	 253

20	 Implementation: Discipline or Dogma?	 259
Introduction	 259
Reviewing content and process	 260
Conclusion	 262

21	 Who Is There to Guard the Guards? Essentials of a 
Positive Organisation	 263
Checks and balances	 263
The employment charter	 266
Foundations for this charter	 268

22	 Complementary Theories and Practices	 271
Introduction	 271
Theories we have used in our own practice	 272
Lean manufacturing	 273
Myers-Briggs type indicator	 274
Systems and other approaches to organisation and management	 275

Conclusion	 277

Bibliography	 279
Index	 285




