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1 

LEADERSHIP IN COMPLEX SYSTEMS 

T. O. Jacobs and Elliott Jaques 

A vast leadership research literature exists, as is evidenced by the 
number of citations in the recent revision (Bass, 1981) of Stogdill's 
earlier, 1974 review, Handbook of Leadership: A Survey of Theory 
and Research. However, most of these efforts and most of the cur-
rent theories address leadership only at the lowest organizational 
levels. Where work has been done at higher levels, it has generally 
used-uncritically, it would seem—very similar methodologies. Unfor-
tunately, these have generally been attempts to link measured attri-
butes of managers to their measured success (for example, by salary 
growth or by ratings by superiors or subordinates) or to the measured 
effectiveness of their group/organization. Where the work has been 
done by psychologists, the main focus has been on behavior, search-
ing for direct causal links and seeking to explain their absence through 
recourse to moderator variables, intervening variables, and the like. 
In these and most other cases, the time horizon of the research has 
been relatively short, that is, a cross-sectional design has been used or 
a longitudinal design has been pursued over a period of one or two 
years. Longitudinal designs beyond this near-immediate time frame 
are quite rare. The consequence is that cause and effect linkages with 
longer durations have been rendered invisible by methodology. 

That methodology and research focus may have precluded dis-
covery of causal mechanisms at higher organizational levels was given 
a great deal of implicit attention by Hunt and Larson (1979) and 
specifically by Luthans in that volume. Dansereau, Alutto, and 
Yammarino (1984) addressed the same issue in a systematic differ- 


