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Leaders vs Managers: A False Dichotomy

THE 1989 LEADERSHIP CLASSIC On Becoming a

L eader contains what has become one of the most
discussed and frequently misunderstood concepts in
leadership literature. I'm referring to, of course, Warren
Bennis’ insightful list of twelve differences between
leaders and managers. Before we begin, let me reproduce
the list:

s The manager administers; the leader innovates.

» The manager is a copy; the leader is an original.

» The manager maintains; the leader develops.

= The manager focuses on systems and structure;
the leader focuses on people.

» The manager relies on control; the leader inspires trust.

s The manager has a short-range view; the leader has a
long-range perspective.

» The manager asks how and when; the leader asks
what and why.

= The manager has an eye always on the bottom line;
the leader has an eye on the horizon.

= The manager imitates; the leader originates.

» The manager accepts the status quo; the leader
challenges it.

» The manager is the classic good soldier; the leader is
his own person.

» The manager does things right; the leader does the
right thing;

The distinctions made by Bennis are important as they
expose two very different and equally valuable mindsets.
As each works best in the presence of the other, it is to
our advantage that we possess and practice both. As the
Teacher so wisely expressed in Ecclesiastes, “There is a
time for everything.” It is through a developed sense of
awareness and experience that we are able to determine
which mindset we need to employ, relative to what and
when.

We are inclined by our own nature and encouraged by
our educational system to favor management. We are
content reproducing what we already know—or think we
know. We have learned from the neurosciences that the
mind is wired for efficiency and is most comfortable
reproducing a limited range of responses to help us to
better manage and make sense of our world.
Management would seem to be our biological default as
we tend toward the status quo—to equilibrium—and
often for very life-sustaining reasons. But we need
leadership to move us out of our comfort zone and
grow to new possibilities. It is in the tension between the
two—management and leadership—that we can be
effective and relevant. Different roles, different results.
Thus, both of these roles are needed not only on a
personal level, but also on a larger organizational level if
we are to function efficiently and grow.

Management is based on the response to the questions
we had yesterday. Today, some of those responses are still
valid, many are not. Leadership is needed to address the
questions of today and bring us to a different place. This
is especially true in times of great change. As noted in
Presence: An Exploration of Profound Change:

Our actions are most likely to revert to what is habitual when
we are in a state of fear or anxiety... . Even as conditions in
the world change dramatically, most businesses, governments,
schools, and other large organizations, driven by fear, continue
to take the same kinds of institutional actions that they always
have... . At best, we get better at what we have always done.
We remain secure in the concern of our own worldview,

isolated from the larger world.

Debates about which role is
better misses the point. The list
isn’t about labels. It’s about
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different roles that produce

different results. By creating a
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leader-manager distinction, by pulling them apart, we get
a better sense of how they fit together. John Kotter
makes this clear in What 1 eaders Really Do:

The point here is not that leadership is good and management
is bad. They are simply different and serve different purposes.
The fundamental purpose of management is to keep the
current system functioning. The fundamental purpose of
leadership is to produce useful change, especially
nonincremental change. It is possible to have too much or too
little of either. Strong leadership with no management risks
chaos; the organization might walk right off a cliff. Strong
management with no leadership tends to entrench an
organization in deadly bureaucracy.

Management gives leadership a foundation to work
from. Leadership keeps us growing and relevant. If a
leader can not manage what they have created, then their
leadership is not effective and serves no end.

I asked Warren Bennis about his thoughts concerning
the Leader-Manager distinction twenty years after they
were first put into print:

Unfortunately and unintentionally, my '89 book, On Becoming a
Leader doesn't emphasize the role of and the need for effective
managers. I thought then and still think that the distinction is a
valid one. At the time I wrote about the differences, I believed
that most organizations were under-led and over-managed. I
still believe that's true of many of today's organizations. So
while I still believe that distinction is still important, what I
should have made much, much clearer is that both are
important and sometimes those qualities are embodied in
many exemplary leaders and, to repeat myself, both are
important. If I had made that clearer and added that it's
ridiculous to get polarized on the horns of a false dichotomy,
I think a lot of folks would have welcomed that distinction.
The best leaders I know are both leaders and managers.

Warren Bennis’ list of distinctions helps us to understand
that as leaders, we can get so busy serving the system that
we actually create barriers to leadership. We can easily fall
into the trap of leading only to manage what we have
created. Leadership is about continually asking the right,
challenging questions. It is about renewal. Curiously, we
manage better when we chose to lead.
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