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LEADING FROM BEHIND

The Un-Heroic Challenge of Leading Leaders

Robert C. Fisher, J.D. and Peter S. Adler, PhD
There is a saying in the British Navy: anyone can captain a ship when it’s sitting safe in the harbor but out at sea, where things get dangerous, you need a real leader. If conflict is the crucible of leadership, negotiators are the mortar and pestle.  They must lead the people and organizations they represent through the grinding and stirring that makes something useful out of sometimes mundane ingredients. The job of the mediator is to lead the process of bringing out everyone else’s best leadership. 
Consider the following story.  In 1998, The Keystone Center’s Dialogue on Assembled Chemical Weapon Assessment (‘ACWA”) was set up in response to public and congressional concerns regarding the Army’s plans to destroy antiquated but still dangerous stockpiled weapons.  The group of approximately 32 members met 13 times over five years and included community members from nine stockpile sites, federal and state regulators, representatives from tribal nations, national activists and local military staff.  Most of the participants had been involved in long-term legal battles and had often testified against each other in Congressional hearings.  Despite a vitriolic history on the issue, the ACWA dialogue achieved significant and surprising results. It reached full consensus on how alternatives to incineration should be evaluated, drafted a lengthy and technical Request for Proposals to identify and evaluate those alternatives, secured citizen participation in government procurement process for the first time ever, and helped launch implementation projects using the new technologies at weapon depots in Colorado and Kentucky.  

In successful cases like this, most mediators tend to be modest. We take pride in our up-front assessments, our responsive process designs, our careful convening and the management we bring to dialogue, negotiation and closure. We also usually leave credit in the shadows and shine the light of success on the parties, where it belongs. The reality in cases like ACWA, however, is that nothing happens if two or more people on different sides of the issue do not step up and take leadership to form a new “center” that can withstand the centrifugal forces on either end of the particular political continuum involved.
Often negotiators must take great personal and professional risks to forge an alliance with someone on the other side of an issue. In the case of the ACWA dialogue, breakthrough leadership came from two innovative officials at the Department of Defense, an environmental regulator with the Kentucky Department of Environmental Quality, and two community and environmental advocates who brought talent, knowledge and passion to the table.

These leaders, all of whom were skeptical at the beginning of the process and were advocating entrenched positions, ultimately found substantive common ground. In some cases, one or more of them probably exceeded the “marching orders” they were given by their supervisors.  They forged ahead knowing they would have to work hard to bring others at the home office along, and possibly not succeed. However, they helped build the political momentum and commitment that is at the heart of every high-risk deal that changes the way things are done.

Three Dimensions of Leadership  
To paraphrase an Army slogan, leadership has three distinct dimensions: what you know, what you do and who you are.  Knowledge is power, as Francis Bacon said, and what you know is the substantive information, including the theory, concepts and intuition, that you bring to bear to a particular situation.  Sometimes specialized knowledge is required, at other times process-oriented frameworks are enough to set the stage for cooperative action.

What you do is the skills and tools you employ.  Every mediator knows and preaches communication as one of the primary skills.  John Gardner in On Leadership called communications the central and all-purpose instrument of leadership.  Other core leadership skills include conflict management, settlement and resolution, facilitation, negotiation, problem-solving, visioning, building effective relationships, and dealing with changing conditions. 

Knowledge and skills are insufficient by themselves.  What matters more is how you manifest and use your knowledge and skills in the world, and how you interact with others.   In other words, who you are in the world, or who, rather than what, you bring to the table.  This involves authenticity, genuinely connecting with people, and speaking in ways they understand.  To fully understand how you appear to others, you need their assistance. This feedback can be formal or informal, a 360-degree review, constructive criticism, or someone’s direct observation and experience.  This particular leadership dimension also requires self-awareness, reflection and continuous openness to learning.
The Mediator as Servant, Transformer and Catalyst

The theory and practice of leadership is awash with books, many of them about secrets supposedly revealed. A quick review of a bookstore shelf reveals titles such as: 29 Leadership Secrets from Jack Welch, Leadership Secrets of the World’s Most Successful CEOs, Leadership Secrets of Attila the Hun, Leadership Secrets of Colin Powell, Tony Soprano’s Leadership Secrets, and ironically, Leadership Secrets of Sadaam Hussein. Some of these books are entertaining as stories and a few of them are compelling as biographies, however the secrets usually turn out to be a few things we already know, a short list of commonplace values, beliefs or character traits applied under stress.

Many of these books, subtly or overtly, also glorify the “heroic” model of leadership, one that is built on hierarchy, obedience, command and control. In fits and starts, this traditional insistence on top-down authority is giving way to a more fluid and sophisticated concept of leadership that is based on enabling others to achieve what needs to be done. A wide group of  writers including Warren Bennis, Ken Blanchard, Peter Block, Stephen Covey, John Gardner, Ronald Heifitz, Peter Senge and Margaret Wheatley have embraced and advanced this concept. These thinkers emphasize the utility and morality of collaboration, the power of trust and the value of participation.  

Robert Greenleaf aptly describes this genre of thinking as “servant leadership” arguing that one of the real functions of a leader is to steward human and financial resources in service of the larger goals an organization or group exists to achieve. Ronald Heifitz calls the methods for doing this “adaptive” leadership. Others call it stewardship. Mediators call it assisted negotiation: convening stakeholders, helping them build relationships, facilitating the formation of improbable partnerships and forging agreements. 

Jeffery Luke offers distinctions between what he calls the “heroic” mindset of leadership and the “catalytic” style of leadership.  (See sidebar.)
	Heroic
	Catalytic



	Tends to be hierarchical and vertical
	Tends to be non-hierarchical and horizontal

	Evokes followership
	Evokes collaboration and concerted action



	Takes charge; seizes the reins


	Provides the catalyst or spark



	Takes responsibility for moving followers in a certain direction


	Takes responsibility for convening stakeholders and facilitates agreements for collaborative action



	Provides the right answers
	Asks the right questions



	Has a stake in a particular solution


	Has a stake in getting agreed upon outcomes and encourages divergent ways to reach them.




Luke believes that public problems – everything from ensuring robust economic practices, to providing security in a post 9/11 world, to cleaning up pollution, to reducing crime, to taking care of our aged and infirm – increasingly cross the traditional boundaries of our political geographies. The power to create or impede efforts to solve such problems is widely dispersed and no one locale can claim sole ownership or sole responsibility. No one sector – public, private, or civic – can fully define or own the problem. No one government agency has full jurisdiction to solve it. No special interest group has the power or portfolio to fashion a solution. No one discipline or model can fully explain the problem. Moreover, the strategies and pathways for getting results on a public issue are unclear. (Jeffrey Luke, “Catalytic Leadership,” Jossey-Bass, 1998).   

Leadership by Mediators 
Mark Gerzon, in his book Leading Through Conflict, How Successful Leaders Transform Differences into Opportunities, suggests the “Mediator” (with a capital M to distinguish the mindset and tools from the traditional third-party neutral role) is the emerging leadership archetype of our era. Regardless of which descriptor we assign to this style of leadership, people trained in mediation, facilitation, and collaborative problem solving bring the specific skills and technologies needed to help address public problems. Our knowledge base as ADR professionals is the art, craft and technique of helping people talk, choreographing  negotiations, and  helping them make progress against common problems.

Mediators (that’s with a lower case “m” to signify the third-party neutral role) play three distinct and essential leadership roles, akin to an orchestra conductor, a head coach or a cheerleader.  First, we create the conditions that allow the parties to tackle tough problems by leading the process.  Second, we identify, encourage and support the parties’ leadership.  Third, we help parties overcome the politics of inertia or impasse and do our best to assist them in tapping into deeper knowledge and bringing their efforts to the highest possible mutual gains conclusion. In a recent National Environmental Policy Act  (NEPA) study of a proposed highway in Maryland, which was being considered for the third time in 50 years, the periodic process reviews resulted in debates about whether the agencies’ progress and accomplishments were due to the meditative process used or to the leadership from the Maryland State Highway Administration.  In reality, it was both, and both were required. Process is never sufficient by itself. And while leadership can function and succeed in many different settings, it must ultimately apply to the concrete circumstances at hand.

Mediators’ Leadership Roles 

Mediators create conditions and structures that enable people to work together and to be (and do) their best by promoting, safeguarding and actively leading the process. Some mediators use a light touch, others operate under the radar, and still others are out front pointing the way.

One important aspect of attending to the process is dealing with trust, which is perhaps one of the single greatest aspects keeping people and institutions apart and also a key to bringing them together.  Mediators work to create trust (sometimes out of thin air), to repair trust when it breaks apart, or at least create “trustable” agreements. Trust promotes shared understanding, problem-solving and risk-taking.

Visioning is another key leadership skill practiced by mediators.  We create, hold, use and sometimes defend the social and psychological “space” that is required for the parties to create a workable vision of the future.  We also lead the parties to create a vision for the process and to articulate how it will address their needs.  Sometimes, we just hold the simple yet powerful vision that the parties can succeed and make process suggestions that guide their way. A vision, collaboratively conceived and enacted, has special power.
The public policy world, the terrain mediators work in, and the leadership niche we occupy, is intensely political. A mediator involved in energy, environment, public health, or other community problems that bring multiple parties to the table and impact people’s social and economic well being, is not antiseptically neutral. We are “doing” politics. All leadership is political, no less for the leaders we help than for ourselves.  At its core, politics is the business of making difficult choices about the transfer of power, rights, assets, liabilities and obligations. Politics drives decisions on who gets what, for what purposes, under what conditions, and when.  Mediation is one forum among many for making such decisions.
Leadership from the Participants

The role of the mediator is not uniquely ours.  Nothing gets accomplished or agreed to in mediation unless two or more of the parties rise to the occasion and take on leadership roles. By necessity, leaders must be many things: strategists, warriors, moralists, peacemakers, artisans, technicians, managers, and more. Sometimes a leader becomes an “undercover mediator” at the table. And sometimes they are the mediators themselves. 

Sometimes the parties must be nudged into leadership, to take the personal or professional risks such as those described in the ACWA dialogue.  Mediators by necessity play a central role as “nudgers” by identifying, developing and supporting the parties’ leadership.  Some mediators do so intentionally, some surreptitiously, some subconsciously, yet we all do it, one way or another.  

Not surprisingly, the way parties exercise leadership directly affects outcomes. In one case involving proposed development in an environmentally sensitive area, leadership came primarily from the government’s lead lawyer.  As with most effective negotiators, he was an avid listener who anticipated the other parties’ issues, worked hard to figure out potential solutions before they raised concerns, and created a vision for the future that integrated everyone’s interests. This resulted in a level of trust that enabled significant progress.  Then, overnight, everything changed and his replacement, who had not been involved in the previous discussions, had different ideas and a less collaborative, more adversarial style. He did more talking than listening, the collaboration ended and the deal fell apart.

Leaders emerge in every group and, occasionally from the most unexpected places.  Thomas Jefferson was a revolutionary yet he helped broker agreements between Secretary of the Treasury, Alexander Hamilton, and Congressman James Madison. Oscar Schindler was a businessman who exploited Jewish labor in his factories but successfully mediated with the Nazis for the lives of Jews. In multiparty cases, mediators must perpetually scan for participants who will imagine the big picture, enhance trust, extend relationships, integrate disparate interests, coordinate tasks and emerge as bridge-builders. How do we do this? We train people, teach them negotiating or listening skills, and introduce new concepts and techniques without the parties knowing that’s what we are doing. At all times, we try to model the way for parties to work together. We coach people on how to participate, open pathways for negotiation and help everyone communicate more effectively. We support the tackling of tough issues, surface conflict constructively and help people dress-rehearse solutions. We push or pull reluctant parties forward and, at the end of the day, we help them become the architects of their own solutions.
The Un-Heroic Leadership Role

Our little niche in the vast galaxy of leadership theories centers on creating the conditions for new understandings, solutions, agreements, deals, accords and plans to emerge. Inevitably, we end up doing this by fostering better communication, brokering concurrence, taming tough problems and managing the inevitable conflicts that occur in politically charged environments. Often we do the stagecraft work of opening meeting rooms, setting up tables, putting out cookies, and getting everyone properly introduced and oriented to the discussions at hand. Our true political choreographies, however, take place when we combine those simple tasks with the more complex intellectual and emotional moves that are needed to bring a dialogue or negotiation to productive fruition. 

Our foundational premise is simple and was best stated by philosopher, psychologist and educator John Dewey: “Conflict is the gadfly of thought. It stirs us to observation and memory. It instigates to invention. It shocks us out of sheep-like passivity and sets us at noting and contriving.” Our leadership takes place in the interstices of other people’s conflicts. What we all know, and rarely can tell the parties directly for fear of scaring them, is that conflict brings change and collaborative leadership is the ultimate political transformer.
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