
RI rule 11 argues that what top leaders do matters ,  and i f  leaders make strategic
decis ions consistent with the earl ier  RI  rules their  organisat ions wi l l  be successful .
Further,  the Rule contends that successful  leaders wi l l  focus on planning from the
outside in — that their  reading of  the external  environments,  together with their
c lear understanding of  their  own business and industry is  cr i t ical  to ensuring that
those strategic decis ions are the correct ones and that further,  their  v is ion and
capacity  to communicate the v is ion is  important in a l igning staff  ef fort  with
corporate goals and targets.

The Rule goes on to dist inguish at  least  three dist inct  types of  leaders,  each suited
to f irms at  var ious stages in their  l i fe .  The f irst  type of  leader is  a r isk-taking
entrepreneur with the v is ion and persistence to bui ld and navigate a new business.
The second is  a bui lder ,  with strengths in instal l ing the systems and structures
needed to sustain and grow an eff ic ient ,  prof i table giant .  The third type is  the
administrator ,  who inherits  markets ,  products ,  structures,  systems and staff ,  and can
hopeful ly  steer a business through the downside of  i ts  industry ’s  l i fe cycle.     
    
Locating the relevant research to test the rule  
RI  Rule 11 draws attent ion to the crucial ,  but chal lenging to measure,  impact of
leadership on f irm performance.  As with each of  these Research Notes,  we are
primari ly  concerned with research pertaining to performance outcomes.  So,  a l though   
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The Ruthven Institute has developed 12 rules for business success.  Based on 45 years of analysis
of Australia’s top 1000 companies,    the Ruthven Institute has disti l led the essence of a winning
business strategy.  Research undertaken by the University of Melbourne between 1998 and 2001
supported many of these rules.  In this series,  the RI Hub examines the l iterature to assess the
validity and continuing relevance of these rules.  In each of the following sections,  the l iterature
is summarised, the key issues for implementation highlighted, and the questions for future
research identified.

"The ‘best ’  type of  leadership for a business can vary.  I t  depends on whether
the business is  new or old;  an SME or a large corporat ion. . .  i t  involves more of
an external  focus than an internal  one – the opposite of  management.  I t  is
about direct ion,  strategy,  and the means of  gett ing there.  Once you know
where to go and how to get there,  the chal lenge is  to lead and manage your
business and i ts  employees along that journey."

Ruthven Inst i tute (2019) Business Success :  In Br ief  the 12 Golden Rules
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much has been written on what leadership is ,  and what dist inguishes the behaviours
and character ist ics of  successful  leadership,  we focus here on those studies relevant
to test ing and understanding the RI  rule;  that is ,  those that have sought to measure
the impact top leaders have on the performance of  organisat ions.   Those studies l ie
largely within the strategic leadership stream of research.  Samimi et  a l .  (2020:  3)
offer a comprehensive def init ion of  strategic leadership derived from their  extensive
review of  previous conceptions of  strategic leadership:

In this  research note,  we f irst  explore the al l - important ,  but thorny,  issue of  the how
leadership might dr ive f irm performance.  Upon summaris ing this evidence base,  we
then consider the more recent leadership studies so as to map out a path for how
Rule 11 could be augmented,  and to ident i fy  pert inent issues of  the horizons for
leaders and leadership researchers.

Do leaders matter?  
As discussed also in our explorat ion of  RI  Rule 6 (Plan from the Outs ide in ) ,  strategic
management research has focussed on ident i fy ing the cr i t ical  var iables,  factors and
strategies that explained corporate success and establ ishing the key di f ferences
between successful  and less successful  organisat ions.  Strategic leadership research
evolved alongside this work,  recognis ing that any study of  the dr ivers of
organisat ional  performance is  incomplete without studying what and how strategic
choices are made and by whom. So too,  strategic leadership researchers looked for
simi lar i t ies and di f ferences in try ing to explain the relat ive success or fa i lure of
organisat ions but concentrated on the traits  and behaviours of  execut ives,  together
with how they made their  strategic choices.  In 2009,  Cannel la ,  F inkelstein and
Hambrick publ ished a major review of  the strategic leadership l i terature tracing the
shift ing v iews of  the relat ive importance and impact of  execut ives over t ime.  The
evidence is  mixed.
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The def init ion of  organisat ional  success and how organisat ional  performance should be measured have been covered in
Research Note 1 .  We recognise that there are other def init ions and measures of  success but for the purposes of  test ing
the RI  rules,  we adopt the def init ions proposed by RI .
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“as the funct ions performed by indiv iduals at  the top levels of  an
organisat ion (CEOs,  TMT members,  Directors,  General  managers)  that
are intended to have strategic consequences for the f irm. Our review
identi f ies eight funct ions:  making strategic decis ions;  engaging with
external  stakeholders;  performing human resource management
act iv i t ies;  motivat ing and inf luencing;  managing information;  overseeing
operat ions and administrat ion;  managing social  and ethical  issues;  and
managing conf l ict ing demands” .  



Cannel la et  a l .  (2009) c i ted a range of  studies which have found top execut ives to
contr ibute strongly to organisat ional  performance.  Some of  these are what they
categorise as anecdotal  and observat ional  (e .g . ,  T ichy and Devanna (1986) ;  T ichy and
Sherman (1993)) .  Others focus on speci f ic  execut ive attr ibutes that are found to
have s igni f icant posit ive associat ions with organisat ional  performance,  such as
Virany and Tushman (1986) ,  who observed management teams of  better-performing
microcomputer f i rms had s ignif icant pr ior industry experience,  and Murray (1989) ,
who reported that top management within oi l  companies composed of  diverse
tenures outperformed those with more homogenous tenures.  A ser ies of  large
sample studies presented posit ive evidence of  execut ive impact and more,  that pr ior
effect iveness and measures of  manageria l  qual i ty  were predictors of  future
manageria l  and organisat ional  performance (Weiner & Mahony,  1981;  Smith et  a l . ,
1984;  Pfeffer & Davis-Blake,  1986;  Cannel la & Rowe,  1995;  Rowe et a l . ,  2005) .

Canel la et  a l .  (2009) a lso survey a range of  studies that have found the abi l i ty  of
execut ives to affect  the success of  their  organisat ions is  l imited by external  and
other internal  organisat ional  factors.  For example,  L ieberson and O’Connor ’s  1972
study of  top execut ives in 167 companies over 20 years found that leadership
explained only 6.5-14.5 percent of  var iance in the three measures (sales,  prof i ts ,  and
returns on sales) .  Salanick and Pfeffer ’s  (1977:  492)  study of  c i ty  mayors in 30 US
cit ies over 17 years found indiv idual  mayors accounted for only 5-15 percent of
var iance in expenditure categories and concluded that “ leadership operates within
constraints deriv ing from internal  structural  and procedural  factors and from
external  demands on the organisat ion.”  Bertrand and Schoar ’s  (2003) 30-year study
of senior execut ives from across approximately 1500 large US publ ic  f i rms who had
worked in at  least  2 f i rms found as l i t t le as 5 percent of  var iance in return on assets
attr ibutable to f irms’  top managers.

The top echelon and Great Man research streams fol lowed the prevai l ing social  and
corporate/mi l i tary conventions of  the t imes.  Researchers assumed organisat ional
success hinged on the strategies decided by those at  the top of  organisat ions with
implementat ion undertaken by the organisat ion through a command-control
hierarchy.  Their  research focused on f irst ,  try ing to measure the extent of  the impact
of  execut ives and then,  to ident i fy  the traits  and behaviours of  successful
execut ives.  
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values affect  innovat ion.
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Other studies that have focused on leadership impact include Waldman et a l .  (2001) ,
which reported on a study using data from 48 Fortune 500 companies that tested
earl ier  c la ims about the effects of  indiv idual  character ist ics on organisat ional
performance and the di f ferent iat ion between transact ional  and transformational
leadership.   Hypothesis ing that both charismatic and transact ional  leadership were
potent ia l ly  important aspects of  leadership at  the strategic level ,  they found that
“the connect ion between top managers and f irm outcomes [as measured by f inancial
performance] may depend heavi ly  on the managers ’  charismatic leadership but only
under condit ions of  perceived environmental  uncertainty ”  (Waldman et a l . ,  2001:  140) .
Although they concluded their  study did not support a strong correlat ion between
leadership and organisat ional  outcome personal i ty  traits ,  they did suggest that i f
future research were to test  the relat ionship between CEO character ist ics ,  i t  should
go beyond simple demographic character ist ics to look at  the effect  of  personal i ty .

Writ ing from within the f inancial  and economics l i terature,  Kaplan et  a l .  (2012)
argued that whi le many researchers had tr ied to name the character ist ics relevant to
organisat ional  performance,  the research had fai led to establ ish the relat ionship
between var ious character ist ics and organisat ional  performance.  Methodological
weaknesses had meant that “open quest ions remain concerning how manageria l
character ist ics vary across CEOs,  how CEO types vary ,  and which character ist ics or
types are important for corporate performance” (Kaplan et  a l . ,  2012:  3) .  In their
study they set out to overcome these weaknesses and to chal lenge earl ier  research
which found that a f i rs t  order dist inct ion  between successful  and less successful  ones
could be measured by their  relat ive levels of  resoluteness and overconf idence on
the one hand,  and empathy and communicat ion on the other.  Instead,  Kaplan et  a l .
(2012) analysed indiv iduals involved in buy-out and venture capital  transact ions
along two dimensions – general  abi l i ty  and another that contrasts communicat ion
and interpersonal  with execut ion ski l ls .  They found later corporate performance was
posit ively  related to general  abi l i ty  and execut ion ski l ls ,  part icular ly  among those in
the buyout group.  They judged their  f indings to be consistent with Drucker ’s  (1967)
observat ions;  that is ,  “ef fect ive execut ives di f fer widely in their  personal i t ies ,
strengths,  weaknesses,  values and bel iefs… [and] a l l  they have in common is  that
they get the r ight things done” (c i ted at  Kaplan et  a l . ,  2012:  6) .

In sum, there is  c lear ly  evidence from many studies to show that execut ives do affect
the  performance of   their  organisat ions.    These studies  have  been conducted from 
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within di f ferent research and discipl inary streams. Yet methodological  constraints
have l imited the study of  complex and ambiguous s i tuat ions and did not supply
def init ive answers about the exact nature of  the impact and how it  is  achieved.  In
two recent reviews of  leadership l i terature,  authors noted that a s igni f icant amount
of the exist ing research rel ied on event-based research methods which assume
stabi l i ty  of  forces and missed the dynamics of  constant ly  evolv ing responses and
outcomes (Dinh et  a l ,  2014) .  In the second review,  Gardner et  a l .  (2020) express
disappointment about how l i t t le research has been done on leadership impact in
terms of  hard organisat ional  outcomes.
 
But whi le Cannel la et  a l .  (2009) show a long and persistent tradit ion of  strategic
leadership l i terature support ing the v iew that execut ives matter ,  they also descr ibe
countervai l ing research.  They descr ibe three di f ferent developments which shifted
the focus from execut ives to other environmental  and organisat ional  sources of
strategy construct ion and explanat ions of  organisat ional  performance.  
 
The f irst  – the professional isat ion of  management and strategy determinat ion -  was
grounded in a v iew that top execut ives did matter ,  that the var iabi l i ty  of  their
performance was ref lected in organisat ional  performance,  and that the sources of
that var iat ion could be overcome by the development of  improved strategic choice
models.  Fol lowing the bounded rat ional i ty  concept (March & Simon,  1958) ,  strategy
researchers bel ieved that execut ives made bad or suboptimal  strategic choices
because of  the l imits on their  abi l i ty  to discern,  analyse,  and interpret enormous
quantit ies of  information,  and in the absence of  proven strategy rules.  Further,  i t
was argued that this  was exacerbated by Mintzberg ’s  f inding of  how l i t t le t ime was
spent in strategic assessment and decis ion making as CEOs juggled mult iple roles
and demands for their  attent ion (Mintzberg,  1973) .

So,  to overcome these constraints ,  strategy researchers set out to discover the
essence of  successful  strategies and dist i l  them into a set of  business pol icy rules or
models.  Not only did these speci fy  the information to be gathered,  but they also
suppl ied standardised analyt ic  techniques and provided guidance about the correct
strategic response (see Research Note on RI  Rule 6) .  Separate planning units
emerged to undertake the work of  data col lect ion and analysis  and to recommend
strategies based on the business rules that largely f lowed from the external
environments in  which the  organisat ions  operated.   Although  designed  to reduce 
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executive var iabi l i ty  by improving the analyt ic  and predict ive qual i ty  of  strategy
choices,  these efforts arguably can be seen as serving to reduce the dependence on
indiv idual  execut ives and lessen their  decis ion-making scope.  

The second development was research that chal lenged the impact of  execut ive
inf luence in the f irst  place.  The key studies,  as c i ted by Cannel la et  a l .  (2009) ,  that
chal lenge leadership impact ,  are out l ined below and further elaborat ion is  provided
in the Research Note on RI  Rule 6.  Both populat ion ecologists and inst i tut ional
theorists regarded organisat ions as largely inert ia l  and stressed the relat ive
importance of  external  and internal  forces in shaping and proscr ibing the strategic
choices of  f i rms.  Noting how l i t t le f i rm performance in s imi lar sett ings var ied,  they
found that legal  and f inancial  barr iers to entry and exit  from markets ,  restr icted
access to external  information,  and changing social  norms,  a l l  exerted s imi lar
pressures on f irms.  Internal ly  f i rms were seen as constrained in their  scope of  act ion
by exist ing investment and assets ,  restr icted information f lows,  entrenched ways of
working,  and power distr ibut ion (Hannan & Freeman, 1977,  1984) .  Inst i tut ional
theorists highl ighted the way in which social  conventions and regulatory constraints
tend to dr ive organisat ional  strategy homogeneity .  They showed how much pressure
organisat ions were under to adopt pol ic ies and pract ices acceptable to external
resource providers (DiMaggio & Powel l ,  1983;  Haveman, 1993;  Spender,  1989) .  In
more recent t imes,  the concept of  social  l icence to operate ,  which encompasses
changing social  and environmental  expectat ions and new regulatory requirements
that inf luence staff ing,  operat ions,  and f inancing arrangements,  can be v iewed as an
addit ional  constraint  behind the long-recognised pressures of  isomorphism
(Demuijnck & Faster l ing,  2016) .  

These studies cont inue to inf luence thinking today,  despite methodological  cr i t iques
about the choice of  var iables,  analyt ic  techniques,  and ident i f icat ion of  who were the
top leaders.  For example,  Cannel la et  a l .  (2009:  24)  bel ieve the choices made by
Lieberson and O’Connor (1972) in their  research design “consistent ly  biased their
f indings away from observing manageria l  inf luence on corporate outcomes…
[meaning] their  study [ is]  far  less… def init ive” .  To demonstrate,  they c i te Weiner and
Mahony’s  1981 study that repl icated the or ig inal  L ieberson and O’Connor study but
var ied the sequence of  analysis  and found,  instead,  a s igni f icant leadership impact
(44%).  Even in 1972,  Chi ld chal lenged mechanical ,  or determinist ic ,  research arguing
that  theories of  organisat ion  that  do not include  the direct   source of   var iat ion  –  
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“namely the strategic decis ions of  those who have the power of  structural  in i t iat ion”
– were ignoring the pol i t ical  processes surrounding apparent constraints and
opportunit ies (Chi ld ,  1972:  16) .

The importance of managerial  discretion  
Cannel la et  a l .  (2009) argue that ,  over t ime,  the di f ferent streams of  research on
strategic leadership moved closer together.  Populat ion ecologists accepted a more
signif icant role for top execut ives,  not ing that better performing execut ives helped
organisat ions adapt to their  environment and the changing c ircumstances in which
they f ind themselves.  At  the same t ime,  strategy researchers began to accept that
there were var ious constraints on strategy choice.  Chi ld ’s  (1972) strategic  choice
provided a br idge between the var ious research streams and al lowed organisat ions
to be seen as social  structures embedded within their  environments,  with numerous
l inkages between them.

This br idge was extended and strengthened by Hambrick and Finkelstein (1987) .
Their  concept of  manager ial ,  or execut ive ,  d iscret ion  acknowledges both the scope
and the l imits on execut ive inf luence over t ime,  between industr ies and between
cultures.   They argued the forces affect ing the CEO’s discret ion derive from three
sets of  factors:  environmental ,  organisat ional ,  and the CEO’s own character ist ics .
They descr ibed the key elements within each set needed to assess the extent of
discret ion:  

F igure 1 overleaf  i l lustrates the main component parts of  each set .
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Manager ial  d iscret ion  is  a term which has appeared in di f ferent research streams – management,  f inancial  and
economics.  They are not equivalent .  Shen and Cho (2005) di f ferent iate usage of  the terms by separat ing the construct
into two dimensions:  lat i tude of  act ions  (which al igns with Hambrick and Finkelstein ’s  conception of  discret ion)  and
lat i tude of  object ives  which descr ibes the extent to which execut ives can set their  own object ives rather than be bound
by the object ive of  maximising shareholder wealth used in the economics l i terature.
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“a chief  execut ive 's  lat i tude of  act ion is  fundamental ly  a funct ion of  (1)
the degree to which the environment al lows var iety and change,  (2)  the
degree to which the organizat ion i tsel f  is  amenable to an array of
possible act ions and empowers the chief  execut ive to formulate and
execute those act ions,  and (3)  the degree to which the chief  execut ive
personal ly  is  able to envis ion or create mult iple courses of  act ion”
(Hambrick & Finkelstein,  1987:  379) .  



Figure 1:  Forces Affecting CEO Executive Discretion

Source:  Cannel la et  a l .  (2009:  27)

Hambrick and Finkelstein (1987) accepted,  for example,  L ieberson and O’Connor ’s
(1972) f inding that industry character ist ics affect  the extent of  manageria l
discret ion.  Hambrick and Abrahamson (1995) tested these forces empir ical ly ,  with a
study of  manageria l  discret ion in 70 industr ies.  Their  manageria l  discret ion score
ranged from a high of  6.89 in the computer and software wholesal ing industry to a
low of  2.01 in the natural  gas transmission industry.

F inkelstein and Peteraf  (2007) extended the concept of  manageria l  discret ion by
showing that indiv idual  execut ives can increase or l imit  their  scope for act ion by how
they choose to react to constraints.  By analysing their  act iv i t ies ,  these researchers
found that some execut ives were able to increase the extent of  their  discret ion by
minimizing or evading the constraints or focusing on areas not subject  to
constraints.  The interplay of  constraint  and choice became another dimension added
to the or ig inal  formulat ion of  discret ion.  

S imi lar ly ,  Carpenter and Golden (1997) concluded that personal i ty  is  an important
factor in indiv idual- level  discret ion and that perceptions of  discret ion are an
important  determinant  of   actual   d iscret ion.    I t   may  be  that  a  character ist ic   of  
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executives is  that they can create greater discret ion and discern more opt ions and
opportunit ies than their  less-ski l led counterparts.
 
Later research also found that the extent of  execut ive discret ion can vary over t ime
– as regulatory and pol icy sett ings and social  expectat ions change – and between
cultures.  For example,  Crossland and Hambrick (2007) found that the percentage of
var iance in f i rm performance attr ibutable to CEOs was substant ia l ly  higher in US
f irms when compared to Japanese and German f irms.  They contend these di f ferences
ref lect  inst i tut ional  di f ferences between these countr ies ,  including in governance
and ownership patterns,  in legal  systems,  and also cultural  norms. 

Returning to the Leadership-Performance Relationship
Quigley and Hambrick (2015) sought to understand whether the increased focus on
CEOs (and their  associated remunerat ion levels)  was just i f ied by their  greater impact
on performance.  Their  study found that the impact of  indiv idual  CEOs had indeed
increased in the past decade,  thereby supply ing further evidence that execut ive
impact does vary over t ime.  For example,  organisat ional  innovat ions in f i rm
structures,  employment,  f inancing,  and supply chains have meant that there are
more strategic opt ions avai lable to execut ives s ince the or ig inal  studies were
conducted in the 1970s.  But some of  the changes in board composit ion,  and the
reduct ion in CEOs combining their  role with chair  of  the board,  has meant a
lessened scope for CEOs.
 
Much of  the academic and popular l i teratures became transf ixed on the idea of  the
transformational  leader as opposed to the transact ional  manager (see Bass,  1999) .
Although some research – for example,  Bandiera et  a l .  (2017) – found that there
were product iv i ty  di f ferences between those f irms that had leader CEOs and those
that had managers ,  other studies found more complex explanat ions.   Kaplan et  a l .
(2012) showed execut ion and the manageria l  work inside the organisat ion matters –
determining organisat ional  structures and processes,  translat ing the large v is ion
into targets and tasks for di f ferent parts of  the organisat ion,  ensuring that the
dif ferent parts of  the organisat ion work together to common goals ,  and ensuring
that resources are al located in the most effect ive way to support capacity  bui lding,
innovat ion,  and product ion.  

Sadun,  Bloom and van Reenen (2017) reported on a decade- long research project
involv ing 12,000 f irms across 34 countr ies that examined how wel l  companies
performed  18  core  management  pract ices.     They  found  vast  di f ferences  in how  
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companies execute basic tasks l ike sett ing targets ,  running operat ions,  and
grooming talent ,  and that those di f ferences matter.  They concluded that " [ f ] i rms
with strong manageria l  processes perform signif icant ly  better on high- level  metr ics
such as prof i tabi l i ty ,  growth,  and product iv i ty"  (Sadun et a l . ,  2017:  124) .  These
dif ferences in process qual i ty  endured over t ime,  indicat ing that competent
management is  not easy to imitate and that investment in improving manageria l
pract ice can be a source of  competit ive advantage.

This work also provides support for the RI  proposit ion that Austral ian managers are
not performing wel l .  Austral ian managers ranked 9th of  17 countr ies surveyed,
behind the UK,  and with US managers ranked f irst .  (Sadun et a l . ,  2017:  209) .   This
result  was repeated in the Study of  Austral ian Leadership  project  (Gahan et a l . ,  2016)
where 40 percent of  the companies surveyed by these researchers were designated
as poorly  performing against  f inancial  measures,  such as ROI.  In explor ing the
causes,  Gahan et a l .  found that managers were not good at  sett ing targets ,
monitor ing performance,  or using incentive schemes effect ively .  Only 18 percent of
pr ivate sector f i rms reported radical  innovat ion,  despite the impact of  innovat ion on
growth and product iv i ty  improvement.  Furthermore,  the level  of  formal training,
either in technical  sk i l ls  or leadership development,  was lower than in comparable
countr ies.  More concerning,  however,  was that many of  the senior managers
surveyed did not seek external  advice as an input to their  strategic planning
act iv i t ies – a key element of  the RI  rule on leadership.  

Hoffman and Tadel is  (2021) a lso explored how managers ’  act ions inf luence f irm
product iv i ty .  By marrying employee survey data with measures of  manageria l  value-
add,  they found that higher rated managers affected employee outcomes posit ively .
This meant in turn for example,  that employee turnover was lower,  and their
remunerat ion higher.  However,  despite their  f indings being consistent with Schoar ’s
(2016) f inding that managers ’  improved communicat ion ski l ls  led to higher
product iv i ty ,  Hoffman and Tadel is  bel ieve further work is  needed to c lear ly  establ ish
the mechanisms by which managers ’  ef fect iveness is  achieved.  

Kiss et  a l .  (2021) argued that pr ior research on personal i ty  traits  of  CEOs had fai led
to consider the role of  personal  attr ibutes that have expl ic i t  act ion- and outcome-
oriented components.  Being interested in the attr ibutes essentia l  for successful
innovat ion,  they found that “ ‘proact ive ’  CEOs intend to achieve mult iple outcomes,
[and] engage in di f ferent behaviors to accompl ish these outcomes…” which suggests
“  …that proact iveness may be a  construct relevant to  consider in research explor ing 
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mult i faceted strategies and mult iple performance outcomes” (Kiss et  a l ,  2021:  11) .

Basker et  a l .  (2020) explored whether f irm size affected the leadership research
f indings.  Using a sample of  smal l  and medium sized accounting f irms in Norway,  they
assessed two di f ferent types of  leadership behaviours previously ident i f ied in the
l i terature on prof i tabi l i ty  and employees ’  wi l l ingness to change.  They found that
CEOs’  act ions in sett ing goals and faci l i tat ing teams’  attainment of  those goals
(Bass ’s  (1990) concept of  in i t iat ing structures )  was posit ively  associated with
prof i tabi l i ty ,  but the extent to which they showed concern and respect for their  staff
(F le ischman’s (1995) concept of  considerat ion)  was very important in employee
wi l l ingness to change.  They concluded that i f  f i rms needed to remain prof i table AND
adapt to changing external  c ircumstances,  CEOs must engage in both init iat ing
structure and considerat ion behaviours.

In summary
Our review of  the strategic leadership l i terature out l ined the f indings of  research
over the past 40 years on the impact of  execut ives on f irm performance:  do they
matter or is  the extent of  their  impact overblown? Is  the RI  rule that suggests
leaders do matter supported? Cannel la et  a l .  (2009) provided a useful  overview of
the evidence about the extent of  execut ive inf luence on organisat ional  performance.
Some research showed l imits on the scope of  execut ives to make and enact strategic
choices;  other research presented s ignif icant evidence of  execut ives as key
contr ibutors to organisat ional  success,  or fa i lure.  Cannel la et  a l . ’s  concluded that
there was greater support for impact than not ,  especial ly  when Hambrick ’s  concept
of manageria l  discret ion is  adopted,  as this  does seem to reconci le the apparently
contrary f indings from other research streams. Further,  research from the
situat ional  or cont ingency models of  leadership stream, noted in Cannel la et  a l . ,
supported RI ’s  content ion that the nature and demands of  CEOs wi l l  vary over the
l i fecycle of  a f i rm.

However,  despite Cannel la et  a l .  (2009) concluding by adopting the unify ing
framework of  manageria l  discret ion,  later reviews provide further insights about
trends and gaps in the strategic leadership l i terature that a l low us to extend what is
incorporated in the RI  rule.  These are descr ibed in the next sect ion.

Trends and gaps
Each of  the reviews of  the leadership l i terature undertaken after Cannel la et  a l .
(2009)  remark on the huge growth in leadership research over the  past 40 years  as     
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researchers accepted leaders ’  impact on organisat ional  performance.  But they also
note the lack of  consensus and focus.   Indeed,  one review noted that there were at
least  66 di f ferent leadership models (Dinh et  a l .  2014) .  The purpose then of  these
reviews has been to seek to understand what is  agreed,  how to unify  diverse f indings
and how to extend what is  known to meet gaps and emerging new knowledge
requirements as external  environments change.

Samimi et  a l .  (2020) constructed a framework that mapped how the research has
developed.  They note that the leaders in these studies can be (a)  l imited to the CEO,
(b)  extended to also include the rest  of  the top management team, and/or (c )  the
Board.  The key relat ionships explored are often between the funct ions of  the
leader(s)  ( i .e .  what they do)  and/or their  attr ibutes (who they are and why they act  in
part icular ways) ,  how they lead,  and f irm-level  outcomes.  I t  is  often recognised,  or
argued,  that contextual  factors wi l l  impact upon how they lead and thus any
leadership sty le-performance relat ionship.  These var ious research streams rarely
interact  with each other,  however.  As Samimi et  a l .  (2020) argue,  interact ion and
integrat ion are needed for gaps in our knowledge of  strategic leadership to be
addressed.  And not only must the streams of  research be somehow unif ied,  but that
integrat ion must a lso address emerging technology,  industry ,  workforce and social
trends.  Cahya et  a l .  (2019) ,  for example,  pointed out that despite there being a
generat ional  change occurr ing in organisat ions,  much of  the leadership research has
fai led to account for generat ional  changes either among the leadership groups
themselves or the workforce that is  being led.  S imi lar ly ,  Basker et  a l . ,  (2020) noted
that most of  the studies on leadership impact had been conducted in large
organisat ions and wanted to know whether the same effects were appl icable in
smal ler organisat ions.  

Dinh et  a l .  (2014) examined the leadership research publ ished in ten top journals
between 2000 and 2012.  They ident i f ied 66 di f ferent categories of  leadership theory
domains,  providing a diverse understanding of  leadership from several  disc ipl inary
perspect ives.   They analysed the research by dist inguishing research method and
whether the method assumed that what was being studied was a stable phenomenon
(through event-sty le studies or retrospect ive or point- in-t ime) or was the result  of  a
dynamic set of  processes that were constant ly  evolv ing in response to internal  and
external  st imul i .  Despite ready acknowledgement by researchers that leadership and
its effects were set within complex and ambiguous sett ings,  much of  the research
has used  methods that  assume stabi l i ty   rather  than dynamism.  Dinh et  a l .   (2014) 
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emphasised the need for future research effort  to be directed at  unify ing the
l i terature ’s  diverse f indings and proposed that this  might be achieved by focusing on
understanding how leaders inf luence underly ing processes that lead to
organizat ional  outcomes.   

In 2020 Gardner et  a l .  undertook their  third review of  leadership research publ ished
in Leadership Quarter ly .  Their  work showed how the content ,  methods and authors of
leadership research had changed over the 30-year period.  For example,  between
1990 and 2000 they found the most researched areas were neo-charismatic
leadership models ,  fol lowed by contingency and trait  research.  In the period 2000-
2010 research interest  had largely moved to what in the previous decade had been
considered ‘new direct ions ’  –  ethical/servant/spir i tual/authentic  models ,  and
leadership development and away from neo-charismatic ,  tra it  and behavioural
models.  Between 2010-2019,  the research focus had once again moved back to neo-
charismatic models ( in the form of transformational  leadership) ,  leadership traits ,
and strategic leadership but a lso saw new areas emerge,  such as leadership
diversity ,  leader emotions and destruct ive leadership.  Throughout there has been a
steady but l imited interest  in leadership at  di f ferent levels of  the organisat ion.

Gardner et  a l . ’s  (2020) review identi f ied gaps in the research to date,  such as the
need for greater attent ion to leadership at  di f ferent levels of  the organisat ion,  how
technology is  af fect ing how leadership gets done,  how changing social  norms wi l l
af fect  leadership and how to internat ional ise leadership models.  Overal l ,  they
conf irmed earl ier  review f indings about the mult ipl ic i ty  of  leadership models and the
need to f ind ways of  synthesis ing these,  but at  the same t ime recommended a
greater diversity  in research methods and less dependence on surveys and
quantitat ive methods.  And l ike the earl ier  reviews descr ibed above,  they saw
potentia l  for use of  art i f ic ia l  intel l igence instruments as a means of  invest igat ing the
dynamic processes that Dinh et  a l .  (2014) had highl ighted.  In a tel l ing last  statement,
Gardner et  a l .  (2020:  101379) note that most leadership research focuses on
indiv idual- level  performance or the relat ionship between leader behaviour and
group or team performance,  but as a “ f ie ld we have l i t t le evidence that these
indiv idual-  and group-level  outcomes cumulat ively  increase organisat ional
performance” .  
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Conclusion
The RI  rule on leadership,  l ike al l  the other RI  rules,  needs to be read and enacted in
conjunct ion with the other rules.  I t  is  the interdependence of  the rules which is
cr i t ical .  So,  in exhort ing leaders to lead from the inside out ,  RI  is  recognis ing the
crit ical  interface that CEOs play with the external  environment and the need for
them to understand clear ly  how the world is  changing,  where their  organisat ion s i ts
within i t ,  and to translate these into appropriate strategic responses.  At  the same
time,  they must ensure that organisat ional  resources are directed and al igned to
those responses.  The RI  rule therefore recognises that CEOs must play mult iple
roles,  and this is  conf irmed and elaborated in the leadership l i terature.

By fol lowing Rule 11 in conjunct ion with other rules (e.g. ,  Rules 3,  6 ,  9 and10) ,  RI  is
arming a top management team with key essentia ls  for success.  However,  in
acknowledging the lonel iness that is  the lot  of  the ult imately responsible CEO, the
research ( for example,  Hayward & Hambrick,  1997;  Park et  a l . ,  2018) suggests that i t
is  important that this  not translate into a heroic  leader complex  where hubris
overcomes more balanced judgment.  This was conf irmed in a study which found that
the extent of  dominance of  the CEO was negat ively  associated with performance.  In
other words,  the CEO may be ult imately responsible but the more they share
decis ion making the better the performance (Halebl ian and Finkelstein,  1993) .  

In Rule 11,  i t  is  what is  done by CEOs and top managers that is  cr i t ical  –  the strategic
choices they make.  In this  RI  echoes the 1967 Drucker observat ion of  effect ive
managers.  And although the explanat ion by RI  of  this  rule pays scant attent ion to
traits  of  successful  leaders,  favouring a v iew that their  act ions and choices are more
important ,  the interplay of  this  rule with Rule 3 (Emulate World ’s  Best Pract ice)
encompasses the research we have descr ibed that found that management
competence (and the funct ions associated with management as opposed to
leadership)  is  a lso essentia l  to organisat ional  success.

Yet ,  despite the complexity  of  the interdependence of  this  rule with other RI  rules,
the strategic leadership research goes beyond simple support for the RI  rule.  The
extensive reviews descr ibed in this  note point to the lack of  unif icat ion of  the
diverse and substant ia l  leadership l i terature.  The concept of  leadership can be
extended and enriched beyond that which RI  descr ibes.  Current ly  the RI  rules tend
to ref lect  analysis  derived from large corporates.  So,  as research extends into new
realms that accommodate changing demographics ,  internat ional ised companies and
new forms of  organisat ion,   the RI  rule  i tsel f  can be enriched  and of  use in  sett ings 
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other than large corporate.  

However,  whi le the exist ing l i terature can extend the RI  rule ,  this  l i terature also has
gaps and methodological  weaknesses i tsel f .  These mean that our understanding of
how leaders affect  f i rm performance can only improve.  Advances in art i f ic ia l
intel l igence and big data mean that the capacity  to capture what are dynamic
processes and systems operat ing within and outside organisat ions can also only
improve.
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