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Peter Drucker on the Leader-manager’s Role in the Organization

(April 2011)

Peter Drucker, who has been called “the father of modern management” and “the world’s greatest management thinker” has provided his views on the “effective leader”.  He did so in an article entitled, “Not Enough Generals Were Killed”.  The generals to whom he referred were WWI generals who lived behind the lines in sumptuous chateaux while their troops were bogged down and suffering in prolonged, bloody and useless trench warfare.  While Drucker never says so, his choice of title implies that, if the generals had been closer to the front lines where some could have been killed they might have realized by observing the daily operations that their strategy was not working.  

Thus, Leader-managers must stay close to the operations of the organization.

Of course, while remaining close to the front lines of operations, Leaders do not become mired in management of those operations.  Drucker says that: 

Effective leaders delegate a good many things; they have to or they drown in trivia.  But they do not delegate the one thing that only they can do with excellence, the one thing that will make a difference, the one thing that will set standards, the one thing they want to be remembered for.  They do it.

Again, Drucker does not say specifically what that “one thing” is.  But, certainly, Leaders cannot delegate their ultimate authority and responsibility for Leadership.  With authority and responsibility across and throughout the organization it is the one thing that only they can do with excellence, and the one thing that will set standards.  And, clearly Leadership is the one thing that Leaders want to be remembered for.  Thus, “effective leaders” Lead. 

As Drucker describes his “effective leader” it becomes clear that there are several areas in which he believes that effective leaders should focus their leadership efforts. He says, that “All the effective leaders I have encountered knew four simple things.” and “…the effective leaders I have met, worked with and observed also have behaved in much the same way.”  

He says that effective leaders knew that “…without followers, there can be no leaders”.  “Leaders…set examples” and they behaved by regularly submitting themselves to the “mirror test”.  Further, he says that effective leaders are “extremely tolerant” of people and do not look for “carbon copies of themselves” and they “are not afraid of the strengths of their associates” but rather “glory in it”.  Finally, Drucker says that effective leaders knew that “Popularity is not leadership, results are” and that “Leadership…is responsibility”. 

Thus, Leader-managers Lead by example, with integrity, by motivating people by giving them opportunity to develop and use their talents and by taking responsibility.  

With regard to management: He says effective leaders ask four questions:  “What needs to be done?”; “What can and should I do to make a difference?”; “What are the organization’s missions and goals? What constitutes performance and brings results in this organization?”  

Thus, a Leader-manager monitors the mission and goals of the organization, focusing on performance and results and deciding what can and should be done to improve.

From the foregoing, Drucker implicitly recommends that an effective Leader should remain close to the operations of the organization where the Leader is able to observe the results of the organization’s management efforts and assume the Leader’s ultimate authority and responsibility to Lead the organization by setting the ethical example and encouraging and utilizing the individual talents of the managers and the people to assure performance and results.

From Peter Ducker  “Not Enough Generals Were Killed” in Leader to Leader: Enduring Insights from the Drucker Foundations Award Winning Journal;Frances Hesselbein, with Paul M. Cohen,  eds.  
In Drucker’s mind, focusing on performance and results is clearly a management role.  This is confirmed when, in another article, he writes about the “effective executive”.  He says “An effective executive does not need to be a leader in the sense that the term is now most commonly used.”  When describing an “effective executive” he says “They asked, ‘What needs to be done?’”  and “They asked, ‘What is right for the enterprise?’”  That these performance and results questions are asked by executives who do not need to be Leaders, clearly indicates that they are related to management. 

From Peter Ducker, “What Makes an Effective Executive” in Harvard Business Review June 2004. 

