Further
Lessons of Leadership

How does Leadership in Further Education Compare
to Industry?

A study by the Hay Group
September 2002

© Hay Group Ltd

We use 360 degree feedback data on styles of leadership and organisational climate to
compare the leadership capacity of three different groups: Principals of Beacon FE
Colleges, the Principals of non-Beacon FE Colleges and senior managers in private
industry.

The comparison makes an interesting case for the potential quality of educational
leadership; for the relationship between the behaviour of a leader and the climate of
their team; and for the possible links between outstanding leadership and outstanding
organisational performance.

The clear message is that good leadership can make a difference whatever the odds —
regardless of bureaucracy, rising expectations, poor pay or constant change.
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Purpose

This study takes three groups of leaders and compares their strengths and weaknesses. We look
at leaders in Beacon FE Colleges, in mainstream FE Colleges and in industrial organisations.

In every organisation, leadership has an enduring impact on performance. It's not just about the
chief executive setting strategy, or making the right decisions, but about motivating and
engaging staff, about developing their willingness and ability to take decisions.

Ultimately, in any enterprise driven by the knowledge and ability of people — which seems to
describe education well - it is the discretion and productivity of all the people who work there
that makes the difference.

But what sort of leadership inspires and engages? How do we describe it, or measure it, so that
we can do something about it? How do we know if we've got it?

This study provides a measurable model of ‘leadership that engages performance’.

We can learn a lot by comparing approaches to leadership in different sorts of organisations. We
can ask how environmental, organisational or policy issues shape leadership. We can take the
‘paragons’ of leadership and compare ourselves to them: what are our strengths and
weaknesses?

But there is another motive for comparing FE with industry. The two worlds are increasingly
connected. FE Colleges are operating more like businesses, and competing with alternative
providers of their services. Businesses are trying to operate more like learning organisations. Will
either party succeed in these new roles and what can they learn from their counterparts? And, of
course, each side will have to work more closely with other in future. Is there an impending
culture shock? Might industry be surprised by the quality in education?
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Our Background

The Hay Group are consultants in leadership. We have worked for over three decades in the
public and private sectors, and in the last five years in education, helping organisations to:

o Identify the types of leadership they need
e Identify individuals who possess these types of leadership
e Develop leadership capability

e Create the organisational conditions which enhance the impact of leadership

Our work is distinguished by a rigorous concern with results. Given the objectives of your
organisation — whether they are academic achievement, social inclusion or shareholder value —
what do the leaders who achieve these objectives actually do?

In education, we have worked on a number of programmes, including the design of the FE
Principals Programme and the FE Senior Management Team Programme. We have also helped to
develop headteachers through the Leadership Programme for Serving Headteachers.

We also operate similar programmes in industry. This work has generated the data that allows us
to make a detailed description of leadership in each sector.

Our programmes are based on research into the characteristics of effective leaders in each
sector. We also validate the programmes through further study of their impact and benefits. This
study continues that tradition of research. Among our previous findings:

The first Lessons of Leadership, which compared school leaders with business leaders and
discovered that the role of headteachers was so demanding that fewer than half of the ‘captains
of industry’ could do it successfully if their roles were reversed.

No Barriers, No Boundaries, a study of breakthrough leadership in education, drawing out the
disturbing and inspiring characteristics of leaders who transform their schools in unconventional
ways.
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The Study

We looked at three groups of leaders:
13 Principals of Colleges awarded the Learning and Skills Beacon Award
314 Principals of mainstream, non-Beacon Colleges

32 senior managers from four private sector organisations and two non-
educational public sector organisations

There are 22 Beacon Colleges overall, so we have a 50% sample in this study. These colleges
have all been awarded a grade 1 or 2 in leadership and management, grades 1 or 2 in at least
two curriculum areas and no grades 4 or 5. As a typical example of what might be said about
these colleges, one Ofsted inspection comments:

"Strong leadership is provided by the principal, the college strategy team and the
corporation, and contributes significantly to the high standards of achievement.”

Beacon status is not the only definition of outstanding performance in Further Education; nor is it
entirely uncontroversial. Furthermore, some outstanding colleges may decide not to apply.
Beacon status is, however, a formal government standard, to which Colleges are expected to
aspire, and covers a broad range of attributes. As such, it is a useful starting point for comparing
Colleges’ performance. Further studies could test the accuracy of this assumption.

We also split out Sixth Form Colleges from our mainstream sample to highlight any contrasts
between Sixth Form Colleges and other FE Colleges.

The business sample is chosen from among the 50 most impressive managers that Hay has
worked with over the last seven years. They are drawn from household name organisations,
which include IBM, PepsiCo, Unilever and Caterpillar. They represent the cream of the business
crop.

Working with these groups raises two interesting questions:

How do the best in each sector compare against each other? Do they do things very differently,
or is outstanding leadership the same the world over?

How does leadership in those Colleges rated as high performers, compare to that in other
Colleges. Can we draw out any distinguishing factors of outstanding academic leadership that are
either common to outstanding leadership in general, or unique to education itself?

We will answer these questions, but first we have to address the issue of comparing these
groups; which raises the issue of measurement.
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Measuring Leadership

We work from a causal model of leadership, which is both practical (because we can use it to
assess individuals or design training programmes) and conceptually sound (because it is backed
by years of research at Hay and in academia).

This is the model in outline:

Measuring Leadership

Hay Group

Behaviour

It states that what really makes a difference in leadership is behaviour, rather than skills,
knowledge or even IQ. In terms of motivating staff, personal traits like integrity, persuasiveness,
humour, courage and conviction outweigh your ability to write a perfect business plan or
interpret a balance sheet.

We think this is common sense, but there is plenty of evidence to back the assertion up. Daniel
Goleman summarises some of this evidence in his book Working with Emotional Intelligence,
when he states that Emotional Intelligence! is twice as likely to predict outstanding performance
among executives as technical skills and IQ combined.

1 A measurable combination of self awareness, self control, empathy and influencing skills
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This study reinforces a long-standing opinion — more successful leaders tend to use a wider
range of approaches. In all, however, the Beacon College Principals had a wider repertoire of
leadership styles than those demonstrated by the strongest business leaders. Can we draw any
conclusions about the effect of the different environments on the ‘stretch’ applied to their
leaders? It has been contended, for example, that education is a more varied and challenging
environment that typical business situations: with a wider range of participants and stakeholders,
and less specialisation.

Climate

When we examine the climates, we see a strong picture for both groups of outstanding leaders.
The presence of a broad repertoire of styles is seen, here, to accompany a powerful and
engaging climate.

e Beacon Principals were strongest on Standards. This achievement seems to be driven by
creating a sense of the need for excellence among staff (as opposed to a drive to continuous
improvement) and by providing a clear sense of mission and direction.

e Clarity was particularly high with a score of 93.4%: an indication of the frequent use of the
Authoritative style of leadership, perhaps.

e The business managers were strongest on Standards and Responsibility.
e Beacon Principals were weakest on Rewards and Team Commitment. Interestingly, the

weakness on Reward was not driven by poor pay but by weak differentiation of the
recognition of outstanding performers.
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If we break down the data for the Reward category into its constituents, for example, we see
that the performance subcategory dips to 65.9% in the Beacon Principals (making it the weakest
score overall), while the recognition subcategory scores 79%. Thus, staff members tend to feel
that praise outweighs criticism, but that high achievers (among staff) are not rewarded or
recognised sufficiently differently to low achievers.

Business does little better on the performance subcategory (68.7%) and scores worse for
recognition (70.2%).

Contrary to preconceptions about attitudes in the education sector, employees were disturbed
that poor performance was not confronted more rigorously and looked for a strong link between
reward and performance. The toleration of mediocrity is probably the most harmful influence on
an otherwise very strong climate.

e The weakest dimensions for the business managers were Flexibility, Team Commitment
and Reward.

The chart below shows the scores for each group, demonstrating a very similar pattern between
Beacon Colleges and industry.
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Climate Dimensions

The climates produced by these two groups are remarkably similar, with closely
matched strengths and weaknesses. We might conclude that good leadership reaps the same
benefits whatever the sector and operates in a similarly flexible, responsive manner.

It is also worth emphasising Beacon College Principals are the equals of the business elite in their
ability to create motivational climates.
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Finally, the climate data casts some interesting light on recent campaigns in FE to reduce
bureaucracy, as measured by our Flexibility dimension:

e Beacon Colleges are perceived by their staff members to have lower levels of bureaucracy
than outstanding businesses (a score of 77.9% on the bureaucracy minimised subcategory
for Beacon Colleges compared to 65.9% for businesses).

Good colleges have been able to substantially reduce bureaucratic overload. This suggests that
the solution to bureaucracy lies in the hands of Colleges themselves, even if that burden is
frequently externally imposed.

Beacon Colleges and Mainstream Colleges

The comparison to business paints an encouraging picture of what outstanding leadership in
education can achieve. It holds its place on a global stage with the very top rank of international
managers. But does this picture represent the whole of education, or are Beacon Principals doing
something different, something that, perhaps, has Aejped their Colleges to become Beacons?

The data suggest that the leaders of Beacon Colleges are indeed measurably different in their
styles and impact to other Principals. When we compare Beacon Principals to mainstream College
Principals, we can see the following differences.

Leadership Styles

e Beacon Principals exhibit a broader range of leadership styles than their colleagues in
non-Beacon Colleges. Their styles are more vigorous and more frequently displayed. Put
simply, they exert influence more often and in a wider number of ways.

The chart below shows their respective scores for frequency of leadership styles. We can see, for
example, that non-Beacon Principals, as a group, exhibited no dominant leadership styles. They
did have three back up styles of leadership: Authoritative, Democratic and Pacesetting.
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Climate

Looking at climate, the difference between Beacon and mainstream colleges becomes particularly
stark when we compare the gaps in staff members’ ratings between their ideal climate and the
actual climates they perceived:

For Beacon Principals, there was only one gap that exceeded 20 percentile points — Reward.
For non-Beacon Principals, the gaps on Flexibility, Standards, Rewards, Clarity and
Team Commitment all exceeded 20%.

Although Beacon Principals were relatively weak in recognising strong performance and
tackling poor performance, the non-Beacon Principals were substantially worse, with a gap of
49.2% between employees’ ideals and what they actually experienced.

The actual score for the performance subcategory of Reward was 38.8% in hon-Beacon
Colleges — the lowest subcategory score of all. Performance was also the weakest link in
Beacon Colleges, but was substantially higher at 65.9%.

The actual score for bureaucracy minimised in non-Beacon Colleges was 56.4% compared to
77.9% in Beacon Colleges.

The chart below compares only the actual scores for climate achieved by each group (i.e. it does
not show the gaps. This set of data reinforces the message above: Reward is a shared
weakness across FE, but Beacon Colleges do substantially better on Standards and Clarity.
Beacon Colleges actually score more highly on every single dimension of climate (although the
gap is narrowest for Responsibility).
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Climate Dimensions

It is also worth noting that Beacon Colleges were not perceived as more ‘friendly’ places to work.
They did not score particularly well on the subcategories like congeniality and co-operation that
go to make up the otherwise respectable Team Commitment score. Strong Team
Commitment in Beacon Colleges was driven more by pride and dedication.

One final set of observations further illuminates the contrasts:

e While Beacon Principals generally had an accurate perception of the climate experienced by
their staff, and even tended to underestimate the scores, non-Beacon Principals often rated
the climate more highly than their employees (particularly around Standards and Clarity).
However, their ideal Climate was /ower than that of their employees.

From this overview of the data, there are suggestive differences in the climate and leadership
styles employed by the Principals of Beacon Colleges when compared to their mainstream
colleagues. This study cannot contend that the higher performance of their Colleges was caused
by these differences, but, placed in the context of other research, there is a strong argument in
favour of this view.

In addition, the relationship between styles and climate is very strong. Beacon Principals have a
wide range of styles and better climates. Beacon Principals also have a more accurate perception
of the impact of their leadership (combining skills in both empathy and self awareness), possibly
helping them assess when to adjust their approaches.
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