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Talent-Oriented Leadership,
the Small Group, and
Implications for Organization

by Daryl Vander Kooi

Unless one is completely withdrawn from society,
he/she will be a member of a small group at work,
in the church, in a volunteer organization, or in
some other context. The small group is a small
number of people, usually from three to ten or
twelve, who relate to each other and influence each
other. As the members develop relationships, they
become somewhat cohesive, they adjust social
norms to become group norms, and they form some
type of leadership. Some typical small groups are
the committee, the church council, the farmers co-
op board, and the social gathering of two or more
married couples. Part of the dynamics of the small
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group is establishing roles. One person might
become the secretary, another might ask pertinent
questions, another supplies information, and still
another will become the leader. Most groups in
organizations exist on the formal or structural level;
i.e., they have designated roles, such as chairper-
son, secretary, or treasurer, but in all organizations
informal or *‘behind the scenes’’ dynamics operate
as well. While the committee or board of the local
cooperative elects or appoints a chairperson, for ex-
ample, another member can actually influence the
group more at the informal level. At both the for-
mal and the informal level, a key question in our
culture is ‘‘who will lead?”’

Researchers, consultants, and experts in com-
munication have examined the role of leadership in
the small group and in organizations. They have ad-
vanced a variety of leadership theories that focus
on the role of group leader. Some see the leader
as one having a specific list of traits; some see the
leader as one who completes a set of functions in
the group; still others see the leader as a trained in-
dividual; and others see no single leader but several
leaders in the group (distributive and cluster leader-
ship.) However, how one perceives leadership de-
pends upon what one assumes about leaders. The
purpose of this paper is to develop a theory of ability
or talent-oriented group leadership. Talent-oriented
group leadership is based on a number of assump-
tions about the nature and character of human be-
ings, their abilities, and their responsibilities. After
reviewing three general perspectives of leadership,
I will develop the concept of talent-oriented leader-
ship, discuss the place of the small group in or-
ganizations, and indicate the implications of the
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small group and talent-oriented group leadership for
organizations.

Because leaders can be elected, appointed, hired
for the position, emerge from the group, or take the
role in a totalitarian take-over, researchers and prac-
titioners have attempted to determine the source of
leadership rather than just ask why leaders are
chosen. Researchers wish to know if leadership
arises from one or more traits of a particular per-
son, from a set of skills, or from the functions that
the leader completes in a small group.

The traits theory assumes that all leaders have one
trait or a particular set of traits. Those traits might
be personality traits, physical traits, psychological
traits, or some combination of traits. While resear-
chers have not been able to locate one trait or any
combination of traits that are common to all leaders,
traits theory continues to find proponents among
those who conduct workshops and training sessions.
One still finds lists of recommended traits for the
would-be leader, such as be a good listener, be plea-
sant, and be understanding.

The skills perspective maintains that leadership
finds its source in the individual’s natural or
trainable skills.! Training workshops seek to
develop and promote such skills as asking questions,
clarifying misunderstandings, organizing the task
group, and managing time. Just as some public ad-
dress workshops focus on developing speaking
skills, so too the skills perspective focuses on pro-
viding the prospective leader with a package of
techniques and skills to perform the duties of group
leader.

The functional view of leadership (what behaviors
or functions the individual is to perform) considers
the source of leadership to reside in the group with
its particular needs and purposes. The group decides
who will be leader according to the members’
desires for leader behaviors, and the leader role
emerges through various phases in group develop-
ment. The role usually consists of particular
behaviors and/or characteristics that are recognized
by the group and identified with the leader of the
group.

A number of problems exist with all of the above
perspectives. First, all three assume that only one
person leads. Occasionally one might see two or
more persons sharing the duties of leader (called
shared, distributed, or cluster leadership) but closer
examination will reveal that one person is still the

2 Pro Rege—March 1993

final authority.2 When shared leadership is ad-
vocated by some, even among those that share the
role, one person leads at a specific time in a leader
sub-group. One can verify that only one leads by
checking the status and power structures that
distinguish the leader from others, the rewards for
his/her extra work, and the motivations of leaders.
Regardless of one’s traits or skills (even if the leader
is elected, appointed, or hired for the position),
when a person becomes a group member, accor-
ding to Bormann and Fisher, he becomes involved
in the group development phases of contention and
elimination.? The individual is embroiled in a con-
test to determine who will lead. An atmosphere of
tension, friction, attack, and intrigue results. This
atmosphere (often found in the leaderless group
discussion) becomes apparent in the informal in-
trigues of organizations when members withhold in-
formation and go ‘‘over the head’’ of a superior.*
Such tensions frequently result in poor productivity,
low morale, and faulty compromise,® but the ma-
jor difficulty is the assumed association of leader-
ship with one person.

Each of the above perspectives either assumes that
what exists as the source of leadership is normative
(i.e. what does exist is what should exist), or it
avoids the question of normativity. Interestingly,
while communication experts will maintain norms
for rhetoric and then apply those norms to specific
speaking or writing, they ignore norms for leader-
ship in the small group. The traits and skilis perspec-
tives assume that the norm is that leaders have par-
ticular traits or skills, while the functional approach
contends that it simply describes and generalizes the
actual development in groups. In fact, Fisher at-
tempts to debate the issue of prescriptive (what
should be) versus descriptive (what is) approaches.®
While I have found the descriptive approach rather
accurate in my own experience with groups and with
teaching group dynamics, the perspective fails as
soon as one attempts to make recommendations
(prescriptions) for group members. The descriptive
becomes the prescriptive when one teaches others
how to lead a group or how to become a leader.”
To assume that what is is correct, is hazardous. Few
people would make that same assumption in
economics, politics, or health. In a similar way,
defining leadership should begin by identifying what
one assumes and what is normative.

Before explaining talent-oriented group leader-



ship, I will state my view of human beings. Human
beings are created as social beings. They have an
affiliative need; i.e., they must be with and work
with others. That affiliative need forms the basis
for work in society and groups in that society.
Human beings have also been commanded to work
in and to promote the creation, including groups.
In order to complete that cultural mandate, each
human being has been given a unique set of abilities
or talents and responsibilities. Human beings are
responsible for using and developing their talents,
for promoting the welfare and talents of others, for
conducting their work well for others, for com-
pleting their vocations (laborers, mothers, teachers,
farmers, etc.)

Talents fit in a unique combination of abilities,
skills, and understandings identified with each in-
dividual. Talents include mental, physical, social,
and creative abilities. While many can ask ques-
tions, hoe gardens, converse, and listen to others,
indicating that many parts of the package are
general, each person has a particular combination
of abilities and has developed them in a unique way.
That unique package of abilities is the source of,
or basis for, group leadership.

While each person has the responsibility to
develop and use his/her talents as a social being,
he/she is also responsible for assisting others in the
use of their talents. The group should promote and
use the available talents of its members to complete
its responsibilities for members, for the group, and
for the group’s purpose or goal.

Talent-oriented group leadership, then, consists
of all members of the group using their individual
sets or packages of abilities to perform all the
group’s activities. For example, those persons who
can resolve differences of opinion will do so; those
who can clarify misunderstandings will do so; those
members who can interview well will do so. No one
or two members will be the leader. Another illustra-
tion might help. One often finds a leader package
described as—initiates discussion, asks pertinent
questions, provides direction, suggests solutions,
organizes, works overtime, researches, encourages
others, gives roles to other group members,
delegates authority, etc. If one scrutinizes that set
of skills and/or functions, he/she will recognize that
other group members have similar abilities as part
of different packages. Leadership consists of each
member utilizing his/her individual package of

talents so that member A encourages others, re-
searches, initiates discussion; member B researches,
questions, clarifies, suggests; member C questions,
clarifies, initiates.

Talent-oriented group leadership has a different
impact on the total group than do the other perspec-
tives. The elimination and contention phases of the
functional theory of leader emergence disappear
along with the associated atmosphere of tension,
dissatisfaction, and intrigue. The probationary
period of the leader is unnecessary. Status and
power are no longer associated with group roles.
Finally, a sense of community develops rather than
individuals creating conflict.® However, talent-

Each human being has been
given a unique set of
abilities and responsibilities.

oriented group leadership demands training for
group members to recognize its design and to im-
plement it in groups.

Most American for-profit organizations are struc-
tured according to line and staff. Line indicates the
vertical set of relationships such as President to
Vice-President to District Manager to Manager,
while staff indicates the horizontal relationships in
the organization such as a group of secretaries in
a secretarial pool or a group of district managers.
In most organizational structures, the small group
is recognized formally as a committee, a board, or
a designated number of employees located in a par-
ticular physical area, such as the shipping depart-
ment. However, the small group also exists infor-
mally as those employees having similar tasks, such
as the die makers of a tool and die department, or
those employees who regularly eat together or ride
to work together. Each organization necessarily
contains small groups.®

While formally recognized or informally present,
the small group is not highly esteemed in many
organizations.'® Many management publications
view the small group as a costly, inefficient com-
mittee which solves little or develops poor solutions.
However, the fault is not the small group, but a
misunderstanding of the small group. For example,
if one assumes that efficiency is the sole goal, then
the small group might not fit well in organizations.
Or if one assumes that organizations are based upon
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individuals with specific tasks who are responsible
to a person higher in the line-staff structure, then
again the small group does not fit well. Even the
presence of the small group in the informal struc-
ture threatens management, efficiency, and pro-
fitability because of its grapevine and rumor. The
line and staff structure is not compatible with the
small group unless small groups are restricted to
committees or employee pools. However, when ef-
ficiency and profit-motive give way to assistance
or service found in many volunteer organizations,
then the small group works well. We see this in
political campaign organizations, in the Salvation
Army, and in many Protestant churches in which
management is a small group.

The fundamental issue is the purpose of the or-
ganization. I maintain that there should be a different
purpose for business than profit and efficiency. A
business should help others complete their personal
and communal responsibilities by utilizing their
talents. Profits from a business should be used to
develop more employment so that more people can
use and improve their talents. Moreover, employees
should be recognized as group members with
abilities for more than one specific repetitive task.

Combining these norms for the organization with
talent-oriented group leadership implies the follow-
ing: First, the line and staff structure is replaced
by a structure of interlocking small groups so that
at least one group member is also in another small
group in the organization. Second, job descriptions
are replaced by group task descriptions and talent
descriptions. Third, employees are hired to become
members of specific groups rather than limited to
the performance of specific tasks. Fourth,
employees are trained to recognize and improve
their talents and to solve problems in groups. Fifth,
employees are moved about in the organization ac-
cording to talent rather than seniority, nepotism, or
organizational power. Sixth, individual work is
recognized and promoted as part of group work.
Seventh, the grapevine network can become an in-
tegral part of the communication network rather
than a subversive secondary system of rumor and
intrigue. Such changes imply designing buildings,
revising methods of communication, and
distributing labor to fit the structure.

A number of these changes have been tried in the
past. Experiments have been conducted which at
least imply that the above changes can be beneficial.
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As early as 1934 the Hawthorne research indicated
that recognizing and utilizing a group improved
worker satisfaction with no negative impact on pro-
duction.!' Utilizing a group might also reduce
employee problems. The free flow of information
and development of group cohesiveness can also im-
prove production and employee satisfaction.'? The
existence of many of these outcomes within volun-
teer organizations lends support; however, research
is needed to determine the full impact of changes.

Nevertheless, a number of disadvantages can
develop. First, without training, few are able to
recognize and record their own talents and the
talents of other group members. Second, the
elimination of power, status, and the profit motive
could be opposed by employees in positions of
power, by owners, by stockholders, and by manage-
ment. Third, existing management would need
training to recognize the structural values of the
small group. Fourth, to implement talent-oriented
leadership completely into existing line-staff, for-
profit organizations could be too costly in time, loss
of production, and training costs, unless transition
stages are developed and the corporation is
dedicated to the change. Finally, a major shift in
the perspective and philosophy of a corporation can
be opposed by insecure employees unless they are
informed and assured. While these disadvantages
are serious, most can be alleviated with training,
communication, and support from those in existing
positions of power.

Presently, many American organizations are
looking for direction and change to compete with
other industrial nations. Some are using an adapta-
tion of the Japanese organizational structure with
Quality Circles, but their success has been ques-
tionable. Talent-oriented leadership might help
American corporations shift their organizational
structures and bring greater employee satisfaction
along with the competitive edge they desire. Other
organizations, such as churches and hospitals, might
consider changing to talent-oriented leadership to
address problems of member or employee
satisfaction.
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