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(The Official Ayers Rating Scale goes from 1-10.  Anything lower than 6 is thrown out.  This produces a net five point scale from 6-10.)
Look at “the literature” on management and on leadership.  You will find a host of definitions of those two disciplines.  Vaill opens his book with this comment:  “The proper name for what we are talking about is not management and not leadership, but ‘managerial leadership.’”  For all practical purposes, when you assume a position that requires one, that position also requires the other.  Note also that he chose managerial leadership – where managerial is the adjective modifying the noun leadership – rather than choosing something like leaderly management – where management would have been the noun.  The focus falls naturally on leadership as modified by managerial.  

Vaill goes on to explains that a managerial leader is concerned with both the current survival of the prevailing system and future endurance of the system.  This requires attention to stability and to change.

“Managerial leadership by its very nature is not an applied science.  It is … very down-to-earth and situational, and yet it has to be understood in terms of timeless themes of power and friendship and choice and responsibility and community.  It is a new kind of liberal art and needs to be understood as such. …

“We are talking about an activity that is an elusive blend of thought and action, of individual and group behavior, of abstract and concrete focus, of problem solving and problem finding, of creativity and routine, of economics and humanities, of societal contribution and self-advancement.”

This variety of leadership varies by situation with no hard and fast rules; it requires blending elements where we might prefer to choose one side or the other.

This book collects a series of eleven essays Vaill wrote between the early 1980s and the late 1990s.  He divides them into four clusters:  Process Wisdom, Leading, Learning, and Spirit.  Since he wrote the essays for differing purposes and audiences, they do not fall easily into rigid groups:  one might easily swap an essay into another category.  The reader will thus find some redundancy from essay to another but that redundancy usually serves to offer multiple views into one topic.

Vaill introduces an intriguing concept in part two of the book – purposing – as another way to understand what he intends.  “All the behavior we are talking about,” he writes, “needs a name.  I propose the word purposing to refer to that continuous stream of actions by an organization’s formal leadership that has the effect of inducing clarity, consensus, and commitment regarding the organization’s basic purposes.”  Ahhhh … and what a delight to find oneself in an organization characterized by clarity, consensus, and commitment.  Such organizations while rare do exist in my experience.  (And also in my experience, they fall from grace as entropy sets in before long.)  

Vaill suggests that purposing (which I pronounce with the stress on the first syllable) includes:  

· involving the expectations of the next larger system, 

· forming the ground for strategic decisions, 

· informing the metrics employed to monitor progress, 

· driving the decision not to do certain things, and

· expressing just what the leadership wants.

Purposing brings out the dimensions of the organization’s purpose but does so as an ongoing activity.  This stands in sharp contrast to simply hiring a consultant to lead a one-day session to create a mission statement which we then etch in stone.

In a subsequent essay, Vaill returns to this idea of “what the leadership wants.”  He quotes David S. Brown, a professor at George Washington University, who said:  “An executive ought to want something.”  Vaill adds, “Brown’s remark is deceptively simple.  Behind it are many years of observing executives in both the public and private sectors who don’t seem to want anything in particular.  They are content, apparently, to preside over the system pretty much as they find it.”  These executives do not engage in purposing, in continuing to examine and communicate why the organization exists at all.  They act as though their primary goal were simply to avoid messing up what they’ve inherited.  And that hardly serves as an inspirational demonstration of leadership.

Still later, in the last part of the book, Vaill returns again to this theme from another perspective.  Why does purposing need to be an ongoing activity?  Can’t we just do this once every few years, when something significant has changed?  Vaill believes not.  He explains, “As the stable systems on which we have counted for meaning fall into disarray, high-quality human attitudes and actions become more strategic than ever.  Mediocre personal action only works when there is enough wisdom and momentum in the established system to fill in behind the ineffective actions of individuals.”  When the organization – the established system – knew enough in the context of a stable environment, we could get by with lower quality individuals.  But now in the environment of “permanent white-water” (another phrase Vaill introduced), we need attitudes and actions with demonstrably higher quality in order to survive.  

Vaill brings all these ideas together in the last essay.  He writes:  

“Millions of training dollars are being spent annually to develop these skills I have named – intellect, experience, verbal charm, insight into others, and knowledge of strategic management processes – and they are unquestionably key qualities.  But in my judgment, they’re not enough.  What is still missing are the core values of the person who would do this thing I am calling purposing.  What does the person care about?  What matters to the person?  What does the person have genuine, spontaneous, un-rehearsed, un-modulated, and un-homogenized energy for?  What is at the core of the person’s being?”

Ultimately, managerial leadership does not concern itself just with brains and personality.  Ultimately, managerial leadership concerns values and character – “what matters to the person”?  Leading and learning, as in the book’s title must be ongoing, not on-went.

