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Translated from Dutch to English by Els Klijnsma




General introduction


For the past twelve years I have done research on the issue of leadership, sense making and community development as they show themselves in organized life. This research was motivated by the personal observation that I have not encountered massive innovative thoughts and practices in the field of leadership, sense making and community development in organizations over the past forty years that provide a really different, new and fresh dynamism of organizing and leadership. Moreover, I have noted that as a paradox to this the issues of leadership – sense making – community development have got more body and impact in our ever more complex organized life. This is because of the significant developments in technology, communications, systems, controls, specialisation, coordination mechanisms, financial management, IT expertise and the like. Even a family at home is now an organized community. We also see many family-owned companies that have become anonymous functional systems. Nobody can escape these issues of leadership, sense making and community development anymore.


What consequence does this fundamental change in our lives has for the way organizations work and leadership works in them?


In my observation during the last forty years there has been an ever growing gap between top managers, middle managers and professional staff in an increasingly functional working organized construct, where top executives are together with top managers, middle managers with middle managers and professionals with professionals dealing with their own systems and goals but hardly ever do they explore all this together. Managers concentrate primarily on results. Their main focus is the question: are the figures correct and the results in line with what we would like to see. Professionals very often do their jobs in solitude within the frameworks set by the management. But what is very often forgotten and for which there is hardly any time and space anymore is the common dialogue about the sense of things, and so the meaning of what we are doing together easily gets lost.


This has consequences for the soul quality of organizations and the organized life of the people working in them.


There is for instance a growing disaffection of young professionals and young managers about the life quality that the work gives them in their organization. We see rising numbers of burnout, for instance one in seven working young Dutch people and we see a growing lack of interest among younger people to connect with an organization for a longer time.


Does something go wrong?


It might be that our complex and differentiated society with its numerous types of specialized organizations causes a growing need in us to stay in control, especially as this is the first responsibility in the hands of the management. There is a growing emphasis on protocols, security systems, inspections, audits, which must control all risks for detailed activities but also for the whole, and step-by-step this limits time and space for creative freedom of man.


I have concluded that there is an increase in workload and work stress for many of us professionals and managers, and in parallel the fulfilment of the soul, as it experiences the sense of the work we are doing, declines in the workplace.


This worries us.


Could it be that there is a stealthily growing leadership crisis, an escalating crisis of meaning, a deconstructing community crisis in the organized communities we work and live in? Is there a growing gap between the way we organize things today and the ambitions and dreams of the young generations for their future?


Can we see this happening and as a consequence do we need to organize things differently in the future?


We have questioned eight CEOs with final responsibility about their experiences with and visions on horizontal organizing and horizontal leadership. These eight people with final responsibility I regard as pioneers seeking different ways of organizing and leadership. How do they look at the question?


The CEO of a large care institution:


We move our organization in the direction of a different paradigm, ‘A life full of meaning’ in stead of on an Anglo-Saxon policy aimed at financial bliss. Three core words are central in this: meeting – developing – supporting. To achieve this we set up a process of developing the organization. Every now and then we organize large manifestations, we work with ambassadors, the process is supervised by a process owner. We train ourselves in having reflective conversations. Everything is aimed at the core process with the client. We research how things work in the practice of the core process and connect to the fine experiences and stories that the process yields.


The CEO of a college:


My organization was governed by fear. 3500 people in a treadmill. Research has shown that the professionals, the teachers, have three values that are most important to them:


The content of the work – I want to have full responsibility myself – working with like-minded people. This is my guideline when I steer things.


We suffer from reports. I myself experienced the complexity of our procedures when I coached a trainee. I once tried to encourage teachers to shove procedures aside, abolish complicated reports and reflect more. I see a big dilemma: protocols and procedures versus the content of the work. I am looking for next steps to deal with this dilemma.


The CEO of a municipal care service:


Helping our clients is central in our organization. The professionals are invited to feel they are allowed everything and are able to do everything. Some of them react like this: ‘Give me a policy’. There are three groups, each with a completely different attitude. This has to do with the profession and the way the employees work with clients. One employee works as a free spirit, another works exclusively with protocols.


The CEO of a training institute:


Our organization was completely alienated, nobody knew ‘who we were’. Work processes overlap, we do not know our clients, we work on our own little islands. My vision is: connection with the client and with each other. ‘We want to move from an I-land to a We-land’. We used to have a large management team which we reduced to a small management team. Employees used to be bullied. Managers wanted to be good to their people. Time and again we ended up with managers with burn-outs and stress and with dissatisfied teams. The question is how to go on, what is a good next step.


The CEO of a national care institution for disabled people:


My issue is freedom and responsibility. I see the system being dehumanized. There is fear and a need for leadership. I work on mission orientated organizing. Leave responsibility with the individual. My primary concern is for my team of six managers. I highly value a good balance between I-responsibility and a productive social context.


The CEO of a comprehensive school:


I love people. Attention to value, seeing the next step. I see professionals being stuck: you have relinquished your profession, you have relinquished yourself. The minister of education determines everything. We must return to the meaning and the intention: who are we of value to in the core process? I always work with dialogue. The dialogue is about the issues that are happening, that we are part of. Apart from the large ship there are small speedboats, people will join in. We have a step by step change process in which the new perspectives become clear and employees take responsibility in their own roles: ownership. Happiness is being who you are.


The CEO of a national training institute:


Connecting is central to me. I move in various worlds and connect these worlds by connecting people to each other. It is a matter of first of all addressing people on their being human beings. Step by step we move into the direction of a healthier organisation.


The director of an international institute for organization development:


We all develop our organization with a view to the client. Employees get more responsibility, there are less managers. On the one hand there is a call for a clear policy and instructions from the top, on the other hand there is a need for one’s own responsibility and liberty to take initiatives. I myself see the most important change in a different quality of leadership in all people concerned. Managers, people with final responsibility, professionals, but also clients and other stakeholders need clearer insight in their own leadership, their leadership role and the dialogue between these various roles and leadership responsibilities. This applies mostly to organizations which support people’s welfare.



Joint research questions


Which research questions do these CEOs share?


How do we deal with the pressure of the system, the procedures and protocols and the fear of employees of a responsibility of their own?


How do we handle the appeal for a clear policy and for strengthening the vertical management structure versus abolishing restricting system variables and stimulating people’s own space and initiatives of managers and professionals?


How do I find a healthy relation between my own inner emotions and the demands of the system?


How to horizontalize further and deeper by facing ‘what we do to each other’ and by finding new productive ways of dealing with our dilemmas?


Is there a way that enhances the quality of life of organizations and the regard for us as human beings, and that diminishes the pressure of all system demands, the pressure to perform and the need for control?


There seem to be three dimensions that play an essential part in horizontal organizing and horizontal leadership from the perspective of the person with final responsibility.


The first dimension is the leadership of the people in the organization, managers and employees, and how this leadership can be strengthened.


The second dimension is the sense giving at work or how managers and professionals can manifest their profession and their passion for it from meaningful reflections in relation to the increase of protocols and inspections that restrict space for individual employees.


The third dimension is the organization as a community and a healthy relation between a community culture of the organization and the system of how the work is done.


These three dimensions have been researched.



Research on leadership


First of all, we have done extensive research on leadership in organizations (Horizontal Leadership: Alert Verlag Berlin) and we have concluded the following:


Leadership has originally been seen and practiced during the many centuries of human existence as one in which one leader leads the community. He or she destines the fate of the people in the community. Today we still see this for instance in the form of a Chief Executive Officer who takes the main decisions about who is to become part of the organized community and who is to leave it.


Later, during the last two centuries we have seen the rise of managers and executives in organized communities. Nowadays, in organizations that work in all kinds of fields in society, leadership is in the hands of the managers who lead the vast majority of people called employees. Today we see the rise of personal leadership by independent professionals who give their processes form and content, focusing on their clients. In organizations it is also the professional who takes care of the client process and is fully responsible for it.


These three leadership dimensions, the one top leader – the management – the self-steering professional, can and must come together in our organized communities when there is a leadership process and dialogue created between top executives, managers and professionals.


I call this the horizontal leadership dialogue.


This however is not leadership practice today.


There is a need for a new general concept of leadership for top leaders, leading managers and professionals that all of them can apply together to come to good leadership results as an organized community.


This leadership process functions on the basis of the personal leadership qualities of all those involved in the leadership dialogue and so it is essential that leadership is based on personally gained insights and leadership experiences that we share and that can be processed together. Leadership as a leadership process means creating common movement through leadership dialogue and getting everyone ‘to do the right thing’.


Good leadership for the future is not only linked to the person of the leader, his moral strength and ability, but leadership is also a creative process in the community that everyone can be engaged in while developing this organized community and that many people can participate in like managers, professionals, clients, suppliers, owners.


In our research on leadership we have seen that in situations where top leaders worry about themes and issues that managers of the organization also have to deal with and that connect to issues of the professionals in their client work and when there is a regular dialogue on this between them, then the leadership might work well in the organization, because after all we all see what it is about and we can all concentrate our attention and forces on the essential common issues at stake (The mystery of Leadership: Alert Verlag, Berlin).


Leadership then is not the same as management.


Management is the proper organizing of the working conditions for the operations that we have to handle.


Leadership is about our coming into movement to develop and change the organization in a common dialogue.


Management is operationally oriented, is output oriented and vertically embedded in the hierarchy.


Leadership is development oriented, is sense making oriented and is horizontally embedded in the value creation and collaboration process.


Our conclusion is that we have to say goodbye to the idea that the hierarchical-functional structure of organizations with complex leadership structures and demanding management systems can respond to the new challenges we face and can persist in time. We need to create a clear horizontal way of organizing, supported by a horizontal way of leadership acting. This will much more appeal to and be suitable for generations to come, is my expectation and forecast.


But how do we bring this about?


First of all we have to say goodbye to the idea that the top managers lead the middle managers and the middle managers lead the professionals. This idea does not work in this way anymore in the complex systems we all work in. We all together perform horizontal leadership in a dialogical process in the community in which good things between people can take place. In the practice of organized communities leadership is something that affects all of us and applies to all of us. Leadership works when we see each other as leaders, interact as leaders and communicate with each other. As acting leaders we understand each other but as bosses and workers we speak different languages and do not understand each other anymore.


In short horizontal organizing and horizontal leadership is needed!



Research on sense making


We have done research on sense making (The Human Creation: Alert Verlag, Berlin). How is meaning created in the organized context in which we work and live, and how does the creation of meaning work as a leadership challenge?


Meaning has much to do with inspiration. In the natural community creating meaning and inspiration is part of everyday life among us. We love each other or fight each other and share this. Our organized life in the organized community, however, is functional and is aimed at achieving goals.


We have lived and still live as natural human souls in the natural community and this has defined our wellbeing for ages. But this is not so obvious in organized life.


The surprising discovery we have made is that the organization ‘per se’ and our organized life can be seen as a pure self-created appearance of the human soul, of human souls. The soul appears and disappears just as our thoughts, feelings and actions do, and anything that is created by man and that appears and disappears as an organized community. It requires and demands that we maintain this and give it a sense ourselves. There is no natural harmony, no absolute consistency in our organized life in the same way that it is present in the natural soul.


We have therefore defined the human soul as well as its appearance, the organization, as paradoxical. Both soul-life and organization should be cared for and constantly re-created and they only appear as meaningful organisms if we actually create them like that and give them meaning ourselves.


Maintaining organizations and our organized life is an essential task of our leadership.


Meaning depends on inspiration coming from values that we care for. What inspires us at work, we can ask ourselves? This is twofold in our observation:




	The personal connection we have with the original impulse and the basic values of the organization as it was intended to be and


	Working with the customer as the existential partner of the organization who secures its existence.





They are the fundamental sources for our inspiration.


They are the two sources of sense nourishment for the organization and in them we will experience and find the next steps for the continuation of our work.


Inspiration and meaning are threatened by organizing systems that take away the creative freedom of the worker. Our strong motive for “Formtrieb” and “Sachtrieb”, structure and business, one could say, obscures the much needed attention to the “Spieltrieb” that is for me developing together in a creative inspiring way (Schiller).


To create meaning is attached to our inner self by dealing with the ‘slow questions’ that occupy us. Especially researching common issues and experimenting with new ways of dealing with them sets us in motion. In particular creative work with others, our co-creation with a common view on ‘the third person’, the client, also gives meaning to our lives as organized people.


As a consequence we must move away from the top - down processes in which the upper echelon of the organization feels obliged to explain to the lower echelon what is the meaning of their organized existence. Invented mission statements, complicated strategies, policies and the bureaucratic system, they should disappear. Instead, we can work consciously as a leadership community with some basic human values (a leading image) and certain principles we share that give our steering convictions a joint direction. We need clear human values and principles that we share and that we can develop together that support social responsibility in our organized operations.


Just as the leadership for the future is a leadership process between people, so is the creation of meaning. Creating a beautiful inspiring reflective sense making process and being in dialogue with one another about the “why question”, the question of meaning in the context of the organization biography we shape, this provides us with a solid foundation for meaningful work and sense perception.


In short horizontal sense making is wished for!



Research on community development


The third component, community development, we have approached from the issue of open and closed community souls and how these are associated with open or closed souls of men (The Human Creation, Alert Verlag, Berlin).


The human soul we can describe as the inner world of man and how this inner world expresses itself in the outer world we create. In this soul creation organization plays an ever-growing important role. Organization might be the appearance of the human soul and in this leadership, sense making and community development are essential soul characteristics of the organization and the organized life that we live together.


Leadership and sense making as we have described them before are largely determined by the nature of the community we are a part of. We have discovered two types of communities and we have characterised them as natural, closed communities and organized, open communities.


A family, a village and a religious belief community are appearances of a natural, closed community. In this natural, closed community the sense of its existence is inherent in itself.
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