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Introduction 
 

This developmental paper will argue that we need to reconceptualise leadership as a 
public good.   That is, as something not embodied in a few individuals but possessed and drawn 
on by all in an organisation.   We will argue that this is because leadership ― as is currently and 
widely conceptualised, taught, and understood ― is focussed on the exemplary individual, their 
special ability to produce enhanced organisational performance, and yet this approach is 
divorced from the society in which organisations are situated.   This approach dominates the 
management (academic and practitioner) literature and suggests that leaders are seen as 
‘something different’ or special. 
 

But, this concept of leadership is deeply flawed and has, arguably, lead to a divorce of 
business from social usefulness and a separation of leadership from social good (the failures in 
the banking industry for example) and from the communities within which they are located and 
upon whom their actions and decisions impact.   In this respect, organisational leadership has 
moved away from Adam Smith’s notion of a naturally moderated self-interest and a concern for 
others.   The result has been instability in organisations and in society as leadership approaches 
put utilitarianism, balance sheets, and profit before social and universal needs.   Leadership, as 
we know it, is not working. 
 

Can we, therefore, rely on such leadership models?   We argue that merely ‘tinkering’ 
with these models ― by simply adding a bit of empowerment in the form of distributed 
leadership approaches for example ― does not suggest a new model of leadership that is suitable 
for sustainable, resilient economic societies. 
 

Our paper will argue that resilient, sustainable organisations require leadership that is 
grounded in society, and which is about building, not extracting from, community.  We will 
argue that leadership is a public good under the notion of public interest leadership and for the 
good of society.   If leadership is a function of society, and the outcome of building community 
is leadership, then it is a public good.   So we must, then, reconceptualise leadership as a public 
good and re-define what we mean when we say leader.  
 
 
The Public Interest 

 
For John Dewey (1927), the consequences of an act ― for example, a strategic choice or 

a step in pursuit of that choice ― might impact significantly not only on those directly 
undertaking the act but also on others (Sugden, 2010).   The interests of the direct participants, in 
this act, are said to be private, whereas those of the others (those affected by the act) are public.   
Moreover, an act might be associated with more than one public (Dewey, 1927); the idea is that a 
public has ‘a shared concern’ with an act’s consequences (Long, 1990) and that there might be a 
variety of shared concerns.   In this respect, the interests of publics are known about, 
accommodated and met.  Indeed, Newbrough (1980; as quoted in Rappaport, 1981: 18) offered a 
vision of what he called the participating society.   From a review of a variety of writers on 
justice, values, society, bureaucracy, politics and community life, he suggested that:  “The public 
interest is the empowerment of people”.  To pursue the implications of this analysis in greater 
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detail, and to provide a richer perspective on organisations, the focal point of empowerment 
could be interpreted in terms of the public good, more specifically public interests (as distinct 
from the weaker notion of stakeholders).     

 
However we need to be clear what we mean by community.   A community is much more 

than a place on a map.   It is a state of mind, a shared vision, a common fate.   Although there are 
many definitions, the majority include people and area, common ties, and social interaction 
(Laverack, 2004).   The exact meaning seems to vary from area to area, from individual to 
individual, and is cultural and faith specific.   A community includes several key characteristics, 
and a working definition ― like the concept of ‘publics’ ― may suggest that they are organised 
groups that are important enough to their individual members that they identify themselves, in 
part, by their group membership.  This interpretation implies that within the geographic or spatial 
dimensions of community, multiple communities exist and each individual may belong to several 
different communities at the same time. The point is that it is necessary for people to be able to 
deliberate, to discuss and debate so as to clarify and shape their aims and ambitions for society, 
thus to appreciate whether or not they might have shared concerns and common interests.    
 
 
Deliberation, Power and Empowerment  

 
Following Sacchetti and Sugden (2009) and their use of Dewey’s analysis, what this 

would actually require is that a community of people ― seeking to act in the public interest ― 
would need to jointly embrace the procedural rule of democratic deliberation based on its 
necessary principles and values.  Gutmann and Thompson (2000) outline the three principles of 
deliberative democracy: Reciprocity (and equality of voice); Publicity (openness); and 
Accountability. Deliberation, in other words, the reaching of a mutually acceptable consensus, 
also requires both voice and the ‘empowerment’ to use it.  
 
 This, we think, is a good starting point for organisations. We hypothesise that these 
principles will be the basis of a model of deliberative leadership.   We also suggest adding one 
other principle, that reciprocity must depend on some level of shared values (e.g. sustainability) 
and on recognising others’ values, even if they are different (here the shared value would be 
tolerance for example).   This may imply a superordinate identity.  
 

However, we do not overlook issues of power, which are at the core of empowerment. 
There are several different interpretations of social power: power-from-within (personal power 
as an inner strength or feeling of integrity); power-over (the ability to influence the actions of 
others, even against their will); and power-with (the ability to share forms of power-over to 
increase people’s power-from-within rather than to dominate or exploit them). With this 
perspective, empowerment is not characterised as achieving power to dominate others, but rather 
power to act with others to effect change.  From an organisational point of view, power is 
represented within the employment relationship. Here the unitarist model focuses on efficiency 
and extraction where labour sells its power to capital; the pluralist module focuses on division of 
resources; and the radical model on transfer of ownership and power to workers. Our paper will 
develop a new model of deliberative leadership based on a mutual employment relationship, 
connecting empowered voice with society, and presenting leadership as a social good. 
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Leadership would be conceptualised as a shared endeavour where effort is not focussed on 
extraction of value, or the division of resources but on empowered consensus through 
deliberative leadership. This suggests a concept of leadership that builds and is socially 
connected (Smith, 1776). 
 

We believe we can further link empowerment and deliberation in our model through a 
consideration of enablement. Green & Raebum (1988) see enablement as returning power, 
knowledge, skills and other resources to the individual, community or population. Our model 
conceptualises enablement as a key element of reciprocity, where reciprocity (and not just 
information sharing or employee development) builds trust. In this way, reciprocity is the 
opposite of self-interest (i.e. Dewey’s private interests), neither is it about bargaining an outcome 
(pluralist employment relations) but it is about reaching a mutually acceptable decision. 
Therefore, we can conceptualise deliberative leadership within a ‘mutual model’ as deliberative 
enablement. 

 
 Empowerment needs to be based on divergent reasoning that encourages diversity 

through support of many different local groups rather than large centralised special agencies and 
institutions which control resources, use convergent reasoning, and attempt to standardise the 
ways in which people live their lives (Rappaport, 1991).   The implications of an empowerment 
ideology force us to pay attention to the moderator/mediating structures of society i.e. those that 
stand between the large impersonal social institutions and individual people.    This means that 
empowerment will not only look different depending on what sort of problems in living one is 
confronting, but it may look different in each setting that it operates.  
 

It would, therefore, be restrictive to consider our model only in relation to business 
organisations. Civic society groups (and organisations) are also key to a resilient and sustainable 
society. In particular, a leadership model of deliberative enablement which ultimately focuses on 
challenging social injustice through political and social processes should allow people to take 
control of the decisions that influence their lives and health.   Such a model relies on a social-
action process that promotes the participation of people, organisations and communities towards 
the goals of increased individual and community control, political efficacy, improved quality of 
life, and social justice.   Participation in, and influence of, a group or organisation is an important 
stage of both individual and community empowerment (Green, 1986;  Florin and Wandersman, 
1990).   More generally, the lack of a deliberative leadership model suggests that inequalities 
continue to be influenced by power imbalances in society and the ability of communities to 
empower themselves in redressing a lack of equity.   By building community empowerment, we 
may also build social capital.    
 
 
Conclusion 

 
In summary, a leadership philosophy which is based on mutuality must enable 

articulation of the public interest. This enabling practice is deliberative enablement. Rather than 
leading in a private (strategic choice) interest, it will be important to lead in a public (shared 
concern) interest. The outcome of public interest ‘leading’ is leadership and the outcome of 
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leadership, then, is to build/make community.   By building community, this, in turn, may 
contribute to resilient, sustainable organisations. 

 
From an organisational point of view, if we reconceptualise leadership as both a function 

of, and for, society, and as a diffuse capacity possessed by all, then we need an approach where a 
whole community has a stewarding role about decisions taken on their behalf. This, in turn, may 
make more leaders and not followers. Perhaps a deliberative leadership model based on a mutual 
employment relationship approach provides an ethical, sustainable way of dealing with 
differences of interest without perpetuating or suppressing them. We argue that this results in an 
approach of ‘leadership as community’ and ‘community as leadership’. The two are effectively 
the same and leadership is thus a public good. 
 
 
Paper Developments 

 
Our proposed model will clearly require further research and modification. Our full paper 

will draw on interviews (already undertaken) with high-profile organisational champions to 
develop and test our deliberative leadership model and to identify associated competencies which 
suggest a notion of leadership that is suitable for sustainable, resilient economic societies.  

 
We will also consider how a new leadership model may have applicability in a variety of 

settings, for example, Civic Reinvention (Mills and Yeomam, 2013). We will provide further 
details of this perspective with suggestions for development in our communities at large. 
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