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Abstract 

 

We, as authors, have noticed a paradox in today’s society. We often hear inspirational 

quotes such as “you have to fail in order to reach success” or “you learn from failure”. 

Thomas Edison himself said “I haven’t failed; I have just identified many ways that do 

not work”. Yet in society and within many organizations, there is a lack of discussion 

and acceptance when it comes to mistakes and failures, thus also a lack of the learnings 

from them. Failure is actually a neglected and feared topic, referred as “the Elephant in 

the board room”, where mistakes are manipulated in hope of being forgotten and never 

noticed. Nowadays, we live in a society in which individuals are chasing perfectionism. 

Therefore, there is a fear of making mistakes which hinders followers to dare and take 

risk to progress. We believe that employees constantly suffer from this pressure and 

unhealthy environment within corporations.  Therefore, we wished to go beyond this 

issue as we found ourselves astonished by the large number of quote present out there. 

 

In order to explore the concept of failure, we identified two kind of organizations in 

which the culture of mistakes and failures are different than in corporations. The two 

fields investigated are the orchestra and football team. Mistakes in these organizations 

are not feared rather expected and accepted. We asked ourselves what do these leaders 

do differently and if managers could learn from the conductors and coaches in order to 

avoid or prevent. To answer these questions, we analyzed different major components 

of leaders such as their perspective about performances, their role as leaders, the 

communication and relationship with their followers and last but not the least their 

perspectives and way of handling mistakes. It appears indeed that organizational leaders 

have lessons to learn from coaches and conductors regarding the four main area we have 

analyzed such as considering mistakes as part of the past and source of learning as well 

as implementing a two-way communication.  
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1 Introduction 
 

This chapter will start by providing the reader with background information about the 

topic of relevance for the thesis, coping with mistakes and failure as a manager. It will 

be followed by a discussion of the problem, why this topic is of importance and finally 

the purpose of the study and the research questions will be stated furthermore. 

 

 

1.1 Background 

“Leadership and imagination are never mistake-free,  

but this is where your greatest value is to be found.” 

    JUSTIN LOCKE, 7TH SEPTEMBER 2010 

 

Leadership is not a recent concept, yet it has become a new trend. Hernez-Broome and 

Hughe (2010) claim that over the last few decades, the notoriety of leadership as a 

concept has extremely increased. From almost nonexistent in business literature to one 

of the top five key words issued from the literature. Nowadays, organizational success is 

associated with effective leadership, which is present in most current job descriptions 

and at all levels of organizations. Moreover, Kellerman (2004) refers to the “leadership 

industry” in order to illustrate the current trend and the prominence of the concept in the 

literature. Indeed, more and more authors write about this topic for many reasons, 

mostly because of the success linked to good leadership practices. Not only have writers 

and researchers been focusing on this particular field, but students worldwide have also 

been increasingly interested in studying leadership. Collison and Tourish (2015) argue 

that the topic of leadership is one of the most taught ideas in business schools 

worldwide. There are many different ways to teach such a wide topic and teachers 

highlight areas depending mostly on their preferences. As master’s students, we can 

relate to this statement by comparing educational systems and programs content from 

our respective home universities: Linnaeus University in Sweden and University of 

Mons in Belgium.  Moreover, Collison and Tourish (2015) claim that university’ 

programs are fundamentally similar in the sense that they cover mostly the same 

theories such as the traits theory, situational leadership, the charismatic leadership 

theory or even the authentic leadership theory. However, Hunter, Bedell-Avers and 

Mumford (2007) argue that most research related to the field of leadership only focuses 
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on the positive behavior and outcomes of leaders without mentioning or highlighting the 

other side of the medal. Leaders’ practices and behavior may be destructive to 

organizations and followers. Hunter, Bedell-Avers and Mumford (2007) go further by 

saying that too little research has focused on this part of leadership. The same applies to 

leaders’ errors and the extent to which they affect companies’ success or failure.  

 

Tang, Dai and De Meuse (2011) argue that globalization has led to a greater talent 

demand as organizations grow and internationalize and become more complex. This has 

led to more leaders being promoted to higher leadership positions earlier in their career 

without the needed experience or regardless of lack of skills. This lack of experience 

and skills, will in turn lead to insufficient leadership, which will then cause the leader to 

be fired or replaced.  

 

Kellerman (2004) challenges the fact that leadership is related to “good” leadership 

behaviors rather than to the misbehaviors of leaders although there are many cases of 

leadership failures in today’s society. These failures occur in all fields and all societies 

on an everyday basis. Some of these failures reaches the news and become worldwide 

known. Blunt (2007) claims that failures happen. Fortunately, when it happens within 

an organization, it does not systematically appear on the cover of newspapers but when 

it does and become worldwide known, it ruins one’s career. Such was the case for 

Darleen Druyun, who occupied an important position in the United States Air Force. It 

lasted until she used her position to get her daughter hired with a contractor, Boeing, 

and used this relation to conclude significant contracts. The many famous failures are 

infinite, with examples such as the recent Volkswagen scandal and the many, many 

political scandals. Regarding Volkswagen, Desjardins (2016) claims that the company 

tried to denied the accusations. However, it is impossible to keep on lying in front of 

compelling evidences. The “dieselgate” (diesel-emissions cheating disgrace) led to a 

dramatic fall of the shares’ value, the CEO was dismissed and about 300 employees lost 

their jobs. With the globalization, it becomes even more important for a leader in an 

organization to handle these situations correctly, in order not to lose trust. Others remain 

unknown for the public or quickly forgotten. However, despite the range of its publicity 

or awareness, the handling of the failure is of significant importance for the followers. 

Many of these famous failures have been handled poorly by the leaders, hence created a 

worldwide discussion and awareness and negative publicity for the company.  
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Leadership failures are also referred to as leadership derailment. This is a metaphor 

referring to a train unintentionally derailing creating significant damage to both 

individuals and the organization (Inyang, 2013). Leadership derailment occurs when the 

leader is fired or the career reaches a plateau. Furnham (2010) claims that derailed 

leaders often have an outstanding CV and show high potential to become great leaders. 

However, something goes wrong along the way and they fail to deliver what is expected 

of them. Tang, Dai and De Meuse (2011) argue that derailment often occurs when 

effective leaders are promoted to a higher level of leadership. The reason is they will no 

longer be a good match of possessed and required skills. The leader might possess 

strengths and be efficient in the current position. However, if not given the right support 

and help in transition, these strengths might later become weaknesses if overused. 

Behaviors that were not damaging in the previous leadership role will nonetheless 

become defeating behaviors when the leader is transitioned, which will in turn lead to 

leadership failure.  

 

Charan and Useem, (2002) go further and claim that after a long period of success, 

people are more likely to make bad decisions. Irwin (2009) argues that when a leader 

fails, she/he started derailing long before the actual crash or failure itself. It is often the 

leader’s character, or their lack of self-awareness, which lead them to derail. Irwin 

(2009) explains that it is a gradual process that suddenly tipped the scales. The scale can 

tip on different occasions and for several reasons, however Irwin (2009) says that it is 

always the character that is the main and underlying reason. Furthermore, he highlights 

the importance of everyone being aware and learn the lessons from famous failures. 

Regardless of one’s position in a company, the lack of character is the main cause that 

will lead their career to derail. Irwin (2009) claims that famous leadership derailments 

should not be laughed at but should instead be lessons from which to learn. They should 

shed light on different leadership issues, creating awareness and serving as a basis of 

self-reflection in order to help leaders stay on track on their career paths. 

 

While talking about leadership and failure it is also important to, first, be aware that also 

leaders are followers, in the sense that middle managers have higher manager. If one 

manager has too much pressure from his/her higher managers he/she might transfer this 

pressure to his employees. Second, everyone fails however there are different levels of 

failures. There might be small, acceptable, everyday failures due to a bad decision from 
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the leader. Mistakes can come from both parties, either leader or followers. But how do 

leaders handle these mistakes when they are committed by themselves or by their 

followers?  

 

1.2 Problem discussion 

 “Good people are good because they’ve come to wisdom through 
failure” 

    WILLIAM SAROYAN 

1.2.1 Research gap 

Many researchers argue leadership is indeed a well-researched topic. Furnham (2010) 

estimates there are 100,000 books about leadership and Inyang (2013) states there are 

more than 15,000 articles. Most of these books are focused on how to become great and 

successful as a leader, such as ‘In search of excellence’. There is a need of learning 

from success. It became obvious that not only in the field of leadership but in all fields, 

we tend to focus on how to become great and successful. Nevertheless, leadership 

failures, mistakes and the dark side of leadership have been neglected to a wide extent 

and there is a significant knowledge gap (Tang, Dai & De Meuse, 2011, Inyang, 2013, 

Furnham, 2010, Williams et. al. 2013, Zhang & Chandrasekar, 2011). There is 

significantly less “in search of failures” when it comes to leadership and management, 

and when only taking one side of leadership into account, we will obtain an incomplete 

picture of leadership. However, a two-sided view will give a better and broader 

understanding of leadership, hence improve the development of future leaders (Inyang, 

2013). Investigating failures and mistakes is important, since it will reveal hidden flaws. 

By breaking it down in smaller pieces, it might help us to reveal important factors in the 

process of leadership and the handling of failure and mistakes. In the same way as 

failure has brought many insights for individuals and for organizations, we hope this 

can contribute to further lessons and insights for everyone independent on one’s current 

position in society. Learning from failure and mistakes will enhance the quality of life 

for everyone and all organizations. There is always room for improvements and 

learnings. Therefore, we and the above mentioned researchers encourage further 

research on the mistakes and failures of leadership in order to fill this research gap. 

 

1.2.2 Mistakes within corporations     

Furnham (2010) argues that while the majority of leaders make mistakes and fails, 

attention is still focused on the minority of successful and efficient leaders. Leadership 
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failure does not only affect the leader him- or herself and their career, but the whole 

organization, the followers and their families are also affected by the poorly performed 

leadership (Charan & Useem, 2002). Leaders’ derailment is both time and resource 

consuming as it leads to recruiting new managers. By losing a member of their 

hierarchy, organizations often have to pay severance packages such as golden 

parachutes as well as the loss of significant intellectual capital (Hogan, Hogan & Kaiser, 

2008). De Vries and Kaiser (2003) evaluated the related cost of senior manager’s 

derailment to be between $750.000 and $1.5 million. Yet, the focus is on how to 

become successful and what great leaders do and companies spend $50 billion per year 

on training their future leaders (Inyang, 2013). Reichheld and Silverman (2003) argue 

that companies should instead focus on failures and mistakes in order to learn from 

them. Most of the time if there is a mistake made, it is due to an underlying operational 

problem. Therefore, it should be addressed without blame rather than hidden and 

forgotten. Reichheld and Silverman (2003) give an example of a football coach who, 

despite a victory, pays more attention to the mistakes and focuses more on possible 

improvement, which means identifying what the team can improve and do better to 

maintain or improve their success. Companies use this approach for other aspect of their 

business, such as identifying problems in the product line in order to improve it. 

However, when it comes to leadership, it is not done. As with the example of the 

football coach, this failure analysis should be done even when the company is 

performing well, since even successful organizations and great leaders have issues, 

make mistakes and fail (Zhang & Chandrasekar, 2011). Further, it is also important to 

be aware that individuals, independent on their job, position or status, can learn from 

their as well as others mistakes. By analyzing oneself, one’s mistakes, flaws and failures 

one will learn more about oneself, hence grow and improve as a human being. 

  

Further, we believe that mistakes are generally not accepted in organizations. There 

might be individual managers who accepts mistakes and have a positive approach 

towards them. However, our perception is that most organizations, employees and 

managers try to hide and forget the mistakes made. There is a fear one might lose one’s 

position in the company if the goals are not reached or making a mistake costing too 

much to the company or brings a bad reputation. We believe that corporation’s main 

goal is to increase their profits and the employees are yet a necessity in order to reach 

them. The focus and way to lead is through rational decision, the belief is there is one 



Maxime Feuillat, Ellen Swanson 

Master Thesis in Leadership and Management (4FE75E) 

6 

true and most appropriate way to go, strategy or decision to be made. It is based on 

rational thinking and calculation. There is a right and a wrong decision, a winner or a 

loser attitude. Moving towards less rationality, hence need more feelings in 

organizations. Yet, the culture is that emotions and business do not match. In the 

business world, it is about being the biggest, earning the most money and having the 

highest position. There is no room for emotions, if one shows emotions, one is 

considered as weak and most likely be run over. In corporations, trust is built on 

expectations of previous performances. There is no room for individual perspectives.  

 

Our view is confirmed by Weinzimmer and McConoughey (2013) who argue that 

leadership failure can be considered a taboo topic. They argue there is a fear of failure 

and being associated to failure, leading to an unhealthy climate in workplaces 

(Weinzimmer & McConoughey, 2013). In many corporations today, it is common that 

mistakes are swiped under the carpet and not admitted to the manager or boss due to the 

fear of being replaced if not meeting the expectations. Sanaghan and Lohndorf (2015) 

raise the question as to why this topic is not discussed by more people, especially with 

this much at stake, with financial risks, as well as the negative impact on the company, 

followers and the leader. According to Kellerman (2004), this preference for the bright 

side is natural. We tend to focus on the positive side and run away from the negative in 

order to stay as delighted and psychologically healthy as possible.  

 

Furnham (2010) calls this phenomenon “the Elephant in the boardroom” and urges for a 

greater attention to this negative side of leadership. Reichheld and Silverman (2003) 

claim that the reason for which this issue is taboo and threatening is that it is connected 

and most often used to ascribe blame. Charan and Useem (2002) argue that this blame is 

often wrongly ascribed to external factors outside the company’s control, instead of 

facing the true issue of managerial mistakes. When a football team loses a game or the 

season it is most often the coach who receives the blame. People want to forget the 

failures as quickly as possible and celebrate the success instead, firing the manager or 

coach and hiring a new leader with more potential in the process. However, Reichheld 

and Silverman (2003) claim that the failures should instead be used to shed light on 

what the issue behind the mistake really is. Failures and mistakes should be analyzed to 

become lessons to be learned. Shamir and Eilam (2005) claim authentic leaders learn 

from their life stories. When leaders learn from failures, mistakes and experiences, they 
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find their own true life story. Authentic leaders do not copy successful leaders. What 

has been proven successful for one leader is not likely to lead to success for another 

one. Successful and authentic leaders do not only read books on how to become a great 

leader, they also learn from their experiences, whether positive or negative, as these are 

all a basis for learning. 

  

1.2.3 Our view of society 

The latest decade and up today, there has been a lot of discussion about social media 

and the pressure it puts on people and especially youth. There is a pressure to be perfect 

and to show or brag about the “perfect moments” on different social networks, showing 

an idyllic picture of one’s life. However, we believe that it is often an unfair picture 

which only highlights the bright side and therefore is one sided view. We do not often 

witness people sharing their mistakes or failures and other personal misfortunes on 

social media. People want to want others to see them as flawless, happy and complete. 

We believe that this need of showing the best side enhances the fear of failure. 

Especially for the youth and it is most likely to increase for the youth growing up in this 

society having the pressure since early childhood. There are also researcher saying that 

youths today fear leadership position and turn them down because of this pressure and 

fear of failure. We argue that a two sided view is necessary in order to get a more 

realistic picture and therefore not increase the pressure to be perfect, and continue the 

negative spiral. 

 

Globalization today demands more and more leaders and managers, while the supply is 

decreasing. Not a bright combination. As business students, we know that supply and 

demand need to meet at the equilibrium. Therefore, we urge for a necessary change. To 

clarify, we are of course aware that there is also a change going on. There are 

individuals who demonstrate and show their worst moments of life, sharing their bad 

days as well as individuals who see failure as lessons and a time for development. There 

are websites where you can read about others failure as well as share your own. This 

revolution and skepticism towards the society can further be heard and illustrated in 

songs and lyrics. The songwriters are trying to share their perspective, in a sense trying 

to challenge the status quo and increase the awareness of issues they feel passionate 

about. Otherwise we would not even discuss this topic. The time to identify a flaw and 

problem is the start of a new area, a time for change.  
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Stenström (2008) support our thoughts by saying that the society is changing. Emotions 

and the “feminine” and artistic sides of leadership are becoming more discussed and 

researched. She argues that this might be due to the change towards the postmodern 

society. Rather than the past view of segregation of brain and body, we have a more 

holistic picture today. The artistic perspective is gaining more room in the corporate 

world, both practically and theoretically. Perhaps, this will influence the view of 

mistakes and failures within organizations. We believe that it can already be seen in 

some organizations and within the organizational changes during the last decades such 

as the integration of HR departments which shows a greater importance of the 

employees. Perhaps the issue of unhealthy employees has shed light on an underlying 

problem. As we have discussed in this chapter, the pressure from above and fear of 

failing. 

 

1.2.4 Before moving forwards  

It becomes clear that mistakes and failures lead to better insights and learning than 

success. Yet, they are overlooked both in society in general as well as business and 

leadership. Of course, success stories should not be forgotten, but neither should 

failures. Success helps us staying positive and happy, while failures can help us develop 

and become even greater leaders, even more importantly greater human beings. So far, 

failures have been taboo and neglected, both in business practice and research, which 

has prevented organizations from learning. The lack of discussion and lessons based on 

failures has also hindered the development of corporations and managers. Leaders in all 

organizations can and should learn how to handle mistakes and failures from one 

another. 

 

We, as students, are about to leave the rather safe environment of university and step 

into the “real world” and perhaps start working for one of these organizations in which 

mistakes and failures are not tolerated. Therefore, we strongly feel that there is a need 

for change. Companies and management have to be aware that nobody is perfect and we 

all, sooner or later, make mistakes even them. Hence, leaders should and must accept 

mistakes and failures, from themselves as well as from their followers. They need to 

consider them as a source of learning, for the one who committed the mistake as well as 

for others who can learn from it. If employees are afraid of and fear failure or the 

consequences arising from it, it will have an impact on the quality of their job as they 

will not dare taking risks, which are often the path for improvement.  
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“When you blame and criticize others, you are avoiding some truth 
about yourself”  

DEEPAK CHOPRA 

 

1.3 Purpose 
The purpose of this thesis is to shed light on the neglected side of leadership, of the 

taboo and feared topic of mistakes and failures. We wish to increase awareness and 

encourage discussion of the topic in order to highlight the lessons that can be learned 

from mistakes and how to improve one’s leadership. We hope this essay will be a small 

contribution in order to fill the theoretical knowledge gap as well as highlight the 

importance of a two sided view. 

 

Rather than feeling limited, due to fear of failure as it is the case in our society 

nowadays, we wish for everyone to accept and be open about one’s own, as well as 

others’ failure, in order to create a healthier environment. We believe that this can be 

beneficial in the long term rather than an unhealthy environment. Further, we hope to 

find metaphors or clues for companies, especially leaders or managers, to help them 

encourage or work towards a more tolerant view of mistakes and failures, to accept 

them and find them meaningful for the organization. 

 

In order to fulfill our purpose, we wish to investigate and analyze two fields, orchestra 

and football team, in which there seems to be a culture of acceptance and learning from 

mistakes and failures. We believe they have a healthier environment, where mistakes 

are not seen as the end of the world or the end of one’s career. We wondered what the 

leaders in these organizations are doing differently. How are they handling their 

mistakes and the ones from their followers? Can managers learn from the conductor and 

the football coach?  

 

Our research question: 

 What can leaders from the corporate world learn from the orchestra and the 

football industry in order to improve their leadership skills and prevent 

derailment?  

 What can organizational leaders do in order to create an environment of 

acceptance of mistakes and failures and learn from them?  
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1.4 Delimitation 
We are aware that within the fields we have chosen to analyze, there are also cultural 

differences between countries, such as between football teams, orchestras as well as 

corporations in different regions or countries. However, we choose to focus on, and 

perhaps simplify, the organization culture in general in these fields. 
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2 Methodology 
 

In the following chapter, we will share with the reader the process of how we conducted 

this thesis. We will describe how we approached the research and our question, the 

collection of data and the analysis. 

 

 

2.1 Method 
Before initiating the creation process, it is unavoidable to reflect on how to make this 

process rise by choosing the right approach, the right methodology. Actually, there is 

not any right or wrong approaches, only one which is more suitable than the others 

regarding our problem. Arbnor and Bjerke (2009) argue that methodology deals with 

one’s individual development as a researcher regarding a specific field. Moreover, they 

claim that methodology is not only a matter of reflection but also enable researchers to 

act as it is made up by a combination of concepts. These concepts outline the steps 

which are necessary in order to create new knowledge. 

 

During our lectures and by reading Arbnor and Bjerke’s book “Methodology for 

creating business knowledge”, we had the opportunity to have a better understanding of 

each methodological views, which are the system view, the actor view, the analytical 

view and finally the grounded theory. After further investigations and reflection, we 

identified the system view as the most suitable methodological approach in order to 

build our thesis.  

 

A methodological view is a way to look at reality, it makes ultimate presumptions about 

this reality. The purpose of these presumptions is to help the creators of knowledge by 

providing them with guideline in order to orient their work. Another way to look at the 

ultimate presumptions is to consider them as “philosophical hypotheses” which define 

and structure one’s reality (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009, p.20). The system view is 

constructed on several assumptions. One of them is the system theory, which is built 

around two main concepts. The first one claims that ‘all phenomena can be regarded as 

a web of relationships among its components, that is, as a system.’ (Arbnor & Bjerke, 

2009, p.105). The second states that all systems have similarities regarding their 

properties and characteristics which can be used to generate larger understanding of the 

said phenomena. We found this first assumption relevant regarding our problematic as 
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we presume that failures present similarities in their roots, which are often the 

aftermaths of behavioral factors. 

 

Another assumption on which stand the system view is the idea of holism, which argues 

that any given system seen as an entity cannot be explained based on the analysis of its 

many singular components. In other words, the reality of the system is more valuable 

than the sum of its components. Regarding our thesis, we aimed to investigate the 

culture within the orchestra and the football, which can be perceived as a system 

composed by different elements. In our case studies, we decided to point out some 

elements which, in our opinions, create the culture of acceptance of mistakes and 

improve one’s leadership. We first focus of the notion of performance, how it was 

perceived within the investigated field. Then the role of the leader, followed by his 

ability to communicate with the followers and finally the way mistakes are perceived in 

the area. We think that investigating each one of these four categories would allow us to 

gain a better understanding of the cultural system of mistakes acceptance as a whole. 

Nevertheless, as the system view suggests it, the system, in our case the culture of 

acceptance of mistakes, is bigger than the sum of its components.  Moreover, we limited 

ourselves to these four categories but we are aware that these are not the only four.  

 

2.2 Case studies 
Thomas (2011, p.27) argues that the process of conducting researches always starts with 

a purpose followed by questions induced by the purpose itself. These two key elements 

must come before focusing on the inquiry of how to answer the questions which will be 

discussed later.   

 

This thesis aims to explore the concept of mistakes and how to improve one’s 

leadership by investigating the orchestra and the football team. Furthermore, our 

intentions are to analyze primordial aspects from both fields, such as the role of the 

leader or the communication, in order to find out what is done to face or prevent 

mistakes and failures within those fields and how corporate leaders and managers could 

learn from those fields.  

 

Thomas (2011, p.3) claims that case studies are used to explore in details a specific 

situation rather than a wide phenomenon. Case studies give us the opportunity to drill 
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down deeper to the roots themselves and provide us with a better understanding of any 

given situation if we assume that the case study is relevant to our purpose and our 

research questions. We judge a case study as relevant if we consider it as a good 

example to illustrate culture of acceptance of mistakes and how it is handled. However, 

we cannot generalize our findings from a single case study (Thomas, 2011). Hence, we 

are using two case studies in order to find any correlations or similarities among them to 

support our findings. To some extent, we consider leader’s failure or mistakes as 

universal since it can happen to everyone. Thomas (2011) illustrates this statement by 

using the example of astronomers. As the number of stars is infinite, astronomers make 

conclusions from a very small number of observable cases, sometimes even from a 

single one. 

 

We have picked the orchestra and the football as case studies because in our opinions 

they present similarities with the organizational leadership. In each case, there is a 

leader, the conductor for the orchestra and the coach for the football team who is 

responsible for leader and providing guidance to the followers: the musicians or the 

players. Together they pursue a common goal which is performing well. As Bennis 

(2007) said, leadership must be seen as a triangle, made up by the leader, the followers 

and the common goal. These three elements are necessary in order to shape the triangle; 

none can survive without the others. Moreover, we think that it is easier to observe and 

collect data from the orchestra and the football industry as they both openly perform. It 

would have been different and more difficult to extract data from the banking or petrol 

industry for instance as these two examples belong to the corporate world and are 

therefore less approachable. In order to explore the field of the orchestra and the 

football industry, we defined four categories which helped us to have a better picture of 

these fields and a better understanding of how leaders behave and act within the 

orchestra and the football team. The four categories are the following: the perspective of 

the performance, the role of the leader, the communication of the leader with the 

followers and the relation between these two parties and finally the perception of 

mistakes within these two areas. Each one of these categories helped us to understand 

what differentiate these two case studies from the traditional corporate world and how it 

could be improved. However, it is important to notice that both of the fields investigated 

have trainings and rehearsals before performing, something that the corporate world 

does not have unfortunately, it could prevent many mistakes.  
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2.3 Data collection & analysis 
The empirical data collected in this research is based on secondary data. This data can 

be seen as less reliable since it is data that we have not personally collected for our 

specific purpose. However, we chose to collect our empirical data from several sources. 

Indeed, in order to gather information about the orchestra and the football industry and 

their four subcategories, we read many books and articles in English, Swedish or 

French. Moreover, we also used many electronic resources such as TedTalk and 

sportive associations websites, as well as online coaching references. When we first 

approached our issue and problem, we believed it would be hard to approach leaders or 

managers and discuss their view and handling of their own failures or mistakes. 

Therefore, our thought was to pick examples of mistakes happening within a public 

domain where mistakes are exposed, sometimes to the whole world. These mistakes and 

failures cannot be hidden or denied, rather anyone has the possibility to talk about and 

learn from them. In the process of identifying cases of public mistakes or failure, we 

found two specific field of specific interest for us. These fields are, as previously 

mentioned, the orchestra and football team. We identified these two fields as where 

mistakes are seen as a base for learning and improvements in comparison to the 

corporate world where mistakes cannot be hidden or manipulated. We wondered 

whether these fields could teach something to other organizations or not. Therefore, we 

chose to approach our issue with the help of these fields as metaphors, while conducting 

this research. 

 

Once we judged that we had enough data for each category within the orchestra and the 

football area in order to analyze them, we decided to build a recapitulative table to have 

a clear picture of what came out from all our readings. This table was useful for us to 

build the next chapter of our thesis, but also for the readers as it summarizes in a clear 

and concise way what we find significant in the four categories for each case study. 

Based on this summary, we compare the orchestra and the football industry to our 

perspective of the corporate world for the four categories: the perspective of 

performance, the role of the leader, the communication with the followers and the 

relationship between them and the way they perceive and approach mistakes.  This 

comparison allowed us to shed light on significant differences between the football and 

music industry and on how managers and leaders from the corporate world could learn 
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from in order to improve their leadership, the culture of acceptance of mistakes and 

therefore reducing their occurrence if possible, even though mistakes undeniable occur. 

 

2.3.1 Informal discussions 

As we have chosen to write about mistakes and failures, it might be obvious for the 

reader to understand that we believe there is an unhealthy view towards mistakes in 

society and also in organizations. While we wrote this thesis, we also took the chance to 

discuss and have informal chats about this issue with friends and fellow students. It 

became clear that even though we hear and read quotes saying it is ok to fail, this is not 

the perception. We have heard friends saying they feel pressure when doing something 

new, both from the outside as well as inside. There is a fear of losing the enthusiasm for 

something if you only have a memory of failing. Other says that they are afraid of 

sharing mistakes and emotions due to fear of being seen as weak and bad. When 

discussing exams or projects in school, some argue that people rarely admit failing or 

performing badly, they want to be perceived as good or perfect, which we believe is 

contributing to the negative spiral. Yet, we feel that there is a need between students as 

well as in all surroundings, to accept mistakes and failures, by accepting mistakes we 

are more likely to take greater chances. Chances that might be beneficial and lead to 

great success. However, the fear of failure might hold us back. We need to share 

mistakes openly and learn from them, so our fellow students or employees can take 

chances and reach success, or if they fail, we can be present to support them. 

“I don’t want to hear about people who succeed, I just want to hear 
about people who don’t succeed. It makes me feel better in my 

situation”  

TILDA ZERAT (28/4-2016) 

When it comes to the perception of mistakes, it is of course individual and depends on 

previous experiences and the situation when it happens. Therefore, it might be difficult 

to present one true picture and perception of mistakes and failures. However, we have 

“tested”, to some extent, idea while writing this thesis. We started by discussing the 

topic of our thesis with our friends and fellow students. The topic was perceived as 

relevant and interesting to most people. We wanted to know if we could create a better 

atmosphere and perception of failures, such as Stone Zander and Zanders’ (2000) 

positive upward spiral. We discussed failures and asked for their perception of this fear 

and as previously said, this fear and pressure exist. However, the interesting fact is that 

we, ourselves, felt more confidence while sharing our step in the process of writing this 
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thesis. As well as other felt more comfortable while sharing their mistakes and step 

backs as well. Yet, there are other positive consequences coming from admitting the 

fact that one made a mistake. For instance, one is more likely to receive encouragement 

and help on how to approach the mistake, as well as the awareness that other people 

might have made the same or similar mistakes, hence not feeling lonely and weak. We 

argue that this creates a positive upward spiral, rather than when hiding and keeping 

mistakes for ourselves which creates a negative spiral. Therefore, we believe that it is 

important to talk about and share these moments. 

 

2.4 Qualitative method 
Eriksson and Kovalainen (2010) argue that a qualitative approach allows the researcher 

to investigate and analyze a complex phenomenon with the purpose to develop a deeper 

understanding of the socially constructed reality. Why things are and work the way they 

do. Since the purpose of this thesis is to investigate, analyze and understand the cultural 

phenomenon of mistakes within organizations and how to deal with it, we consider this 

approach as the most suitable one. This approach will give us the opportunity to create 

an understanding of how leaders handle mistakes and create a positive environment in 

which mistakes and failures are not sources for blame. As we are interested in the 

understanding, we do not focus on the measurability of the problematic. Therefore, a 

quantitative approach would have been inappropriate and inaccurate.   

 

By using qualitative research, we are aware that the emphasis is focus on words and 

interpretations. Hence, it is important to notify that our own perspective, frame of 

references and assumption of reality will influence our interpretations and analysis as 

well as the result.  

 

2.5 Metaphors  

 “The word figure is itself obviously metaphorical” 

     PAUL RICOEUR 

In order to shed light upon the complex phenomena of leadership failures within 

organizations such as leaders’ derailment, we as authors aim to use metaphors to 

illustrate and explain this concept. Several reasons motivate this choice. Metaphors are 

used in order to make sense of specific circumstances. It can be understood by anyone 

as long as the metaphor is appropriately described and linked to the targeted 
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problematic. Moreover, the authors assumed it would not be easy to collect primary data 

such as interviews from leaders who, at some point, derailed as it is not common to talk 

about our own failures.  

 

Richards (1929, p.221) defines metaphor as ‘a shift, a carrying over of a word from its 

normal use to a new use’. Donoghue (2014) argues that the power of metaphors lies in 

their ability to provide words, ideas, with a different meaning, a different life from their 

original ones. By claiming that something can be used as an image of something else, it 

forces us to have a different look toward this something, different from its primary 

meaning. Donoghue (2014, p.7) claims that the previous affirmation is ‘the practice of 

metaphor and it rarely has large consequences, except to yourself’. Moreover, he 

argues that metaphors bring up new perceptions, which were not obvious or even 

present before the use of the metaphors themselves. 

 

Gareth Morgan (1993) also uses a large variety of metaphors in order to describe 

organizations in his book “Image of Organization”. Morgan (1993, p.4) defines 

metaphor as followed: ‘metaphor is a comparative figure of speech often used to add a 

creative flourish to the way we talk, such as when we say that “life is a game”’. In his 

case, he claims that metaphors lead the readers to perceive and understand organizations 

in a different way than the traditional one. Morgan (1993) sees them as more than a 

simple linguistic tool, they involve new perceptions, new ways of thinking and new 

ways of seeing. Metaphors are built up from two unalike concepts but when combined 

together become meaningful, full of sense. For instance: “my body is a rock”. A body 

and a rock are two completely different things. Literally interpreted, it does not make 

any sense but joined, it is meaningful. 

 

However, metaphors can be incomplete and distorted as they are based on one’s own 

interpretation and sense making process. Indeed, the meaning created from a particular 

metaphor influence the way of thinking and therefore restricts it as well. Morgan (1993) 

claims that metaphors are paradoxical. By understanding something, it enables one to 

perceive something else. Because of the different points of view and insights provided 

by a metaphor, Morgan (1993, p.5) argues that there is not a single truth. Indeed, he 

says that ‘no single metaphor will provide us with the perfect point of view or 

knowledge’. 
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Taking this last quote into consideration, we aim to investigate the phenomenon of how 

leaders deal with mistakes and how to create a culture of acceptance of mistakes to a 

wider extend by using different metaphors such as the football industry and the 

orchestra. At first, we thought about referring to the orchestra and the football industry 

metaphorically but then we find them relevant used them as cases to build our thesis.   
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3 Literature 
 

This chapter will provide a theoretical perspective. The theories used are; leadership, 

importance of followership, the value of failure, derailment, communication, 

sensemaking, importance of conflicts, as well as the Three Box Solution. These theories 

will later be used when discussion the empirical data. 

 

  

“Literature: The art of putting old words into new places” 

    EDWARD BLANCHARD 

 

We have researched different concept in order to further supplement our empirical 

findings. We could not have written our thesis without mentioning at least the concept 

of leadership as it deals about it. More precisely the situational leadership because of its 

main idea: the context which influence one’s leadership style. We thought it was 

important to talk about leader’s derailment as well since we are looking for leadership 

improvements. We noticed that communication and followership were two key 

components of leadership. As previously mentioned in the methodology part, our thesis 

is based on qualitative research and is also influenced by our ability of sensemaking. 

Finally, we explore the concept of the three boxes which can help one’s to balance his 

life and improve it. Speaking about improvement, we thought that conflicts, if well 

approached and handled can also play a significant role.   

 

 

3.1 Leadership 
Indeed, Hernez-Broome and Hughe (2010) argue that the notoriety of leadership has 

incredibly increased over the last decades. Half a century ago, the concept of leadership 

was not very popular in the literature, yet today it figures in the top five key words 

present in this same literature.  By typing “leadership” in Google, it shows more than 

half a billion results in less than a second.  

“Persons who, by word and/or personal example, markedly influence 
the behaviour, thoughts, and/or feelings of significant number of their 
fellow human beings. The leaders’ voices affected their words, and, 

ultimately, our world” 

HOWARD GARDNER (2011, P.8) 
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3.1.1 Situational leadership 

Hersey and Blanchard (1988) are the fathers of the situational leadership model. With 

this model, they claim that ‘there is no one best way to influence people’ (Hersey & 

Blanchard, 1988, p.171). This model is based on several variables:  

- How does the leader behave concerning tasks? How much guidance does the 

leader provide to this followers?  

- To which extent is the leader people oriented? Does the leader provide support 

to the followers? What kind of communication does the leader use?  

- The level of readiness and motivation of the followers, measured by their 

willingness and ability to execute and achieve a given mission.  

By measuring these variables and transposing them on the figure 1, one can find the 

best behavior to adopt in order to lead efficiently his/her followers. 

 

Figure 1 Situation Leadership Model 

 
The horizontal axis shows the level of guidance provided by the leader, from low to 

high. The vertical axis refers to the relational behavior of the leader; to what extent he 

provides support to the followers. The lower part of the figure is called ‘the continuum 

of followers’ readiness’ (Hersey & Blanchard, 1988, p.172) and is referring to the level 

of motivation and willingness of the followers. This continuum is divided into four 
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sections depending on whether they are able or not, willing or unwilling and confident 

or unsecure. Moreover, the readiness level is matching the style from the previous 

figure, R1 is linked to S1. 

 

 

Figure 2 Follower Readiness 

3.1.2 Selecting the suitable style  

Hersey and Blanchard (1988) argue that depending on the level of readiness of the 

followers, the leaders adapt their style to fit their followers’ mindset. 

 

 Style 1 – Readiness 1: telling 

As the followers are unable and unwilling to complete a task, the right approach is to 

provide them with a lot of guidance, instructions by telling them what to do and how to 

do it without too much support. 

 

 Style 2 – Readiness 2: selling 

This category of followers, is unable to accomplish a task but are willing to do it, at 

least they try to succeed. The appropriate approach is to provide them with a high 

quantity of guidance as well as a lot of support as they show willingness. Leaders must 

be at a high level on both axes. “Selling” refers to the opportunity for followers to ask 

questions in order to have a better understanding. 

 

 Style 3 – Readiness 3: participating 

Followers are able, however they have not got yet enough experience therefore feel 

insecure. Another possibility would be a lack of motivation, which explains their 

unwillingness. In both cases, the right behavior is to provide the followers with a lot of 

supportive behavior to increase their motivation but there is no need for too much 

guidance as the followers already know how to execute the task. The main role of the 

leader is to encourage the followers and to positively communicate with them. 
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 Style 4 – Readiness 4: delegating 

This fourth style is applied to followers who are ready and willing. Because they know 

what they are doing, the leaders neither need to guide them nor provide direction. 

Moreover, they also have a strong level of motivation and are confident therefore 

encouraging them is not necessary. Followers are ready to go on their own and fulfil 

tasks.  

 

In the situational leadership model, the followers are the center of attention as they 

determine leaders’ behavior. This model helps manager to reach the productivity they 

are seeking. However, as it is a behavioral model, it does not mean that it must be 

strictly applied, rather it should be used as a tool for improvement (Hersey & 

Blanchard, 1988). 

 

3.2 Importance of followership 
Bennis (2007, p.3) claims that ‘leadership only exists with the consensus of followers’. 

Indeed, leadership is a relationship between two parties: a leader on one side, and 

followers on the other. Bennis (2007) emphasizes that leadership must be seen as a 

tripod, composed by a leader, follower(s) and a common goal which ties the two first 

elements.  Each one of these elements are dependent to one another, if one is missing 

then the leadership relation does no longer exist. Bennis (2007) argues that in the 

middle of the 20th century a shift occurred in the relationship leader-followers. Indeed, 

leaders were previously seen as heroes due to the charismatic leadership theory which 

claims that leaders possess great abilities and competences to figure out any situations. 

However, the charismatic leader was devaluated half way through 20th century and the 

emphasis moved to the followers. The reason is simple: political and intellectual leaders 

from this time wanted to shed light on the wrong-doings made by previous leader as 

they mostly considered themselves as almighty. It has resulted in a change in the 

balance between leaders and followers, these last ones having now a more significant 

impact and consideration within this relationship. 

 

Lindvall (2012) reviews Kellerman’s book “The end of Leadership” and claims that 

nowadays followers are no longer powerless in the leadership relationship as it used to 

be. There is a need to develop leadership styles in which followers’ needs and 
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contributions must be included. Moreover, he argues that academic researchers should 

definitely spend more time focusing on good followership. 

 

3.2.1 Categorization of follower 

Kellerman (2007) has developed a typology in order to classify followers. To so do, she 

uses one and only one scale: a continuum going from “feeling and doing absolutely 

nothing” to “being passionately committed and deeply involved”. She argues that this 

choice is logical as the level of followers’ engagement is the principal factor which 

influences the relationship between followers and their leader. By using only one 

metric, it is always easier for the leader to witness on which level are their followers. 

Kellerman’s typology includes five categories:  

 

Isolates: Followers belonging to this category are barely aware of what surrender them 

in the organization. They do not pay attention to their leader nor respond to them. By 

doing so, they quietly agree to support the status-quo and the leaders. This behavior can 

have negative outcomes if the leader’s vision does not match the organization’s one. 

These kind of followers are found in big organizations where they vanish within the 

multiplicity of departments.   

 

Bystanders: Bystanders are observers but do not participate. They are not motivated by 

anything and therefore stand aside. As the isolates, their inaction indicates that they 

follow the status-quo, whether good for the organization or not. However, the difference 

with the previous category lies in the fact that they are aware of what is happening 

around them but do not want to be involved. 

 

Participants: Participants followers have consideration regarding the organization, 

therefore they are willing to invest time to make an impact. These kinds of followers are 

driven by passion, which explains their motivation to make things happening. If they 

share the leader’s vision, they will be supportive otherwise they demonstrate their 

opposition. They do not passively follow. 

 

Activists: These followers are engaged and enthusiastic. They are devoted toward 

colleagues and processes. Hard workers, they actively execute and fulfil their leader’s 

missions and are not afraid to even undermine them if it appears necessary. They can be 

good allies and their passion is noticed and perceived within the organization.  
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Diehars: This last category of followers includes individuals who are ready to go down 

for their ideas or their leaders. They are fully invested in their leaders and give 

everything they have to them as they see their cause as highly worthy. By definition, 

‘they are willing to endanger their own health and welfare in the service of their cause’ 

(Kellerman, 2007, para.32). 

 

3.2.2 Good and bad followers 

The question of good and bad is always hard to answer as it is subjective. However, by 

looking at their actions, one can judge whether a follower might be considered as good 

or bad. On the one hand, good followers support good leaders, the ones who act 

according to their vision in an ethical and effective way but face bad leaders, the 

unethical ones. Moreover, Kellerman (2007, para. 38) says ‘good followers invest time 

and energy in making informed judgments about who their leaders are and what they 

espouse. Then they take the appropriate action’. On the other hand, bad followers do 

not attempt to act in favor of the organization. If they do, they act on purpose in a 

contradictory way towards the good leader. Even though followers do not have the same 

authority as their direct leaders, it is important to keep in mind that followers are 

powerful and have influence on their leaders as these last ones would not exist without 

their followers (Kellerman, 2007).  

 

3.3 Framing and value of failure 
Weinzimmer and McConoughey (2013) argue that the idea of failure is a difficult topic 

to talk about, it can even be considered as taboo. The reason behind this statement is 

simple and can be explained by the culture which is spread among our business-oriented 

society. Success is rewarded while there is no room for failure, it is not allowed and 

even reprimanded. However, leaders commit, sooner or later, mistakes which must be 

taken into consideration and analyzed. By doing it, it enables them to learn from the 

mistakes they previously committed. Moreover, these lessons will help them to grow as 

leaders and most importantly it will prevent them from making those mistakes again. 

 

Kleinig (2012) claims failures have been part of humankind ever since the dawn of 

time. Failure already occurred in biblical stories such as Adam and Eve. At this time, 

they were the only two human-being but failed at following the only rule which allow 

them to enjoy their peaceful life in the Garden of Eden by picking up the “forbidden 

fruit”. This biblical reference demonstrates that failure is linked to an explicit request, 
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order, or expectation towards which the said failure occurs. Lastly, the story of Adam 

and Eve demonstrates that even if failures take place, it does not mean that it is 

permanent. Beside failure, there is most of the time an opportunity to correct the wrong 

doing as well as an opportunity of redemption as it was the case for Adam and Eve in 

the third chapter of the Genesis. 

 

Although failures have belonged to mankind for ages, the term “failure” only appeared 

in the 19th century when society was ruled by capitalism and entrepreneurial behaviors. 

The word “failure” became a tag which was used to categorize and judge people. 

Categorization did not intend to describe people as male or female but rather as good or 

bad, this label was frightening people as it was permanent (Sandage, 2005).  Kleinig 

(2012) argues that the idea of failure is omnipresent socially speaking but its nature 

itself is not discussed deep enough. One of the reason for this assumption is that we, as 

human being, always combine failure with a specific field, task or expectation rather 

than referring to failure as a whole. Therefore, it is not unusual to find studies about 

failures in a precise field such as medical or architectural for instance. However, failure 

by itself is too general and wide to be focused on. 

 

Kleinig (2012, p.1367) defines failure as a state wherein ‘someone did not perform, 

achieve, or accomplish an implicit normatively characterizable end where the end is 

deemed to have been reasonably expected of that individual’. He illustrates his 

definition with several examples such as an unfinished race, an exam which is not 

passed or even the incapacity of making a sale as a salesman. 

 

Failure as an end seems to be perceived wrongly and harmful. However, Petroski (2011) 

argues in favor of the benefits of failure by stating the lessons that we can learn from it. 

While success stories are useless regarding learning experiences and outcomes, stories 

about failures reveals flaws and therefore are sources of knowledge. By identifying 

these weaknesses, it raises awareness and allows the one who committed the mistakes to 

improve oneself. Moreover, failures help to define our boundaries and what one is 

capable to accomplish or not. The study of failures points directly to details describing 

why it failed. Therefore, strategies can be elaborated afterwards in order to avoid these 

failures and lead to success. As Kleinig (2012, p.1371) said: ‘Failure should first and 

foremost be seen as an opportunity to learn and improve’. 
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3.4 Derailment  
Van Velsor and Leslie (1995, p.62) define the concept of derailed manager as ‘one who, 

having reached the general manager level, finds that there is little chance of future 

advancement due to a misfit between job requirements and personal skills’. However, 

derailment does not automatically end managers’ career. When derailment occurs, 

organizations end up their relationship with the derailed manager, leaving him plenty of 

opportunities to rebound and move forward within other organizations.  

 

Later in the literature area of derailment, Burke (2006, p.91) refers to derailment as 

‘being involuntarily plateaued, demoted or fired below the level of expected 

achievement or reaching that level but unexpectedly failing’. Henderson (2010) 

sharpens the previous definition by arguing that derailment is the result of disastrous 

weaknesses. Bourne and MacKinnon (n.d.) argue that leadership derailment is due to 

the inability of the leaders to expand their scope of strengths combine to the failure of 

reaching goal when it required a wider range of skills. Since the beginning of the 

researches dealing with derailment, many terms have been used to describe this concept, 

each authors having their own nomenclature. Furnham (2010) indexed these different 

names and presented a list. Aberrant, derailed, anti-social and destructive are qualifiers 

associated to derailment and are present on the list. The inventory also includes the 

following terms: incompetent, toxic, malignant and tyrannical. Following this first 

directory, Furnham (2010) created three categories in order to classify these leaders who 

faced derailment. The first category is labelled “bad leaders”. It includes the following 

terms: destructive; malignant; and despotic. The label speaks for itself, it means that 

these leaders act in a wrong and malevolent way. The second category is named “sad 

leaders” and contains the adjective incompetent. Sad because Furnham (2010) argues 

that these leaders do not have the required skills needed for the job. Finally, the third 

category is called “mad leaders”, which refers to the aberrant, anti-social and derailed 

leaders. It involves that leaders are not mentally or psychologically able to lead. 

 

Irwin (2009), author of “Derailed”, illustrates the notion of derailment by using the 

metaphor of the first space rockets launches. As one’s career, has promising goals, high 

expectations and tons of potentials. However, at some point, something happens. This is 

the moment when the rocket deviates from its original trajectory. Translated to a 
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leadership perspective, leaders do not reach their goals and their expectations end up 

being unmet.  

 

Figure 3 Derailment (Irwin, 2009) 

 

3.4.1 Derailment factors 

Researchers and authors have conducted studies for several decades in order to identify 

why leaders derail and what are the roots of their derailment. In this section, the authors 

present a research conducted by Van Velsor and Leslie (1995) which describes and 

explains the causes of derailment or failure. 

 

Van Velsor and Leslie (1995) analyzed previous studies about derailment factors 

conducted between 1983 and 1987 in order find out whether or not there were common 

patterns among them. Even though studies by McCall and Lombardo (1983), Marisson 

et al. (1987) and Lombardo and McCauley (1988) present differences, there are 

similarities among them, four recurring ideas causing derailment. Moreover, these 

previous studies aimed different levels within organizations and were conducted in 

different locations, Europe or United States. Therefore, Van Velsor and Leslie (1995) 

argue that derailment factors are similar throughout time and do not depend on the 

location. The four main reasons leading to derailment are, according to Van Velsor and 

Leslie’s study (1995), entitled as following: 
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 “Problems with interpersonal relationship” 

In their early stage, leaders are performing well at getting the job done, they are 

primarily task-oriented. Their good performance leads them to be promoted and climb 

the hierarchical ladder of the organization.  Higher level requires more communication 

and a people-oriented leadership style. However, leaders who were good at fulfilling the 

tasks might not be familiar and comfortable with their new communicative 

requirements. This lack of communicative skills leads to unappreciated leadership such 

as authoritarianism, meaning leading by being dictator or spreading fear in order to be 

heard. Finally, leaders who have troubles interacting with their followers or peers do not 

demonstrate a high level of willingness to communicate and rather like to perform on 

their own as it does not require any relations nor communication. This last observation 

is most likely to explain why interpersonal relationship issue may lead to leaders’ 

derailment. 

 

 “Failure to meet business objectives” 

In many cases of derailed leaders, performance is a classic reason. At the beginning of 

their career, leaders have enough skills in order to meet the objectives. However, when 

these previous skills are no longer enough and more are required to keep on performing 

and filling out the objectives, leaders encounter productivity issues. Not fulfilling the 

expectations has been recognized as a cause of derailment. 

 

  “Inability to build and lead a team” 

This derailment factor is related to the two previous ones. Indeed, the lack of 

communication and inability to create interpersonal relationship is more likely to lead to 

the inability to build a team and keep it together. Moreover, the failure of managing 

efficiently a team may have as consequence the failure to complete the business 

expectation. The incapacity of building a team and leading it lead to derailment as it is 

the essence of leadership. No one can practice good leadership if one is not matching its 

definition.   

 

 “Inability to change or adapt during transition” 

This last idea covers different dimensions. Derailment can occur because one does not 

manage to adapt to a new leader. Moreover, being talented in a specific field is a good 

asset, however a job may require more than this single asset. Leaders cannot rely on this 
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particular skill; they need to constantly improve themselves in order not to be left 

behind. Finally, when leaders change position, get promoted for instance, their new role 

involves new competencies and it is their duty to do whatever it takes to acquire these 

skills. If not, a gap will arise between the owned skills and the required one. It is 

primordial for leader to be open-minded toward change and be aware of the necessity to 

adapt themselves to the new situations in order to keep performing well and to avoid 

derailment.  

 

These four themes have appeared in many of the previous studies and it is still the case, 

however there are some changes to notice. Van Velsor and Leslie (1995) claim that the 

ability to develop and to adapt oneself is even more significant now than it was 

previously. This is the result of the complex and fast-changing world wherein managers 

and leaders have to deliver good work and meet expectations.  Moreover, they noticed 

that the overdependence to a single superior, as explained in previous studies, was no 

longer a factor of derailment in their research. This second change is explained by the 

same reason as for the first one: the changing world prevents one from being dependent 

to a direct superior as this last one is moving faster than before. Regarding the ability to 

build a team, it was mostly a matter of hiring the right employee in the previous studies. 

However, in their latest paper, Van Velsor and Leslie (1995) found out that building a 

team meant leading them efficiently for a longer period. The differences between 

previous and latest studies illustrate the importance of team-work and the 

decentralization of power within newest organizations. Finally, Van Velsor and Leslie 

(1995, p.69) argue that ‘derailment is a development issue, not a values issue’. Indeed, 

leaders, whether they work in Europe or in the United States, derail if they do not have 

the expected skills and do not fit in the evolving context of organizations. 

 

3.4.2 Warning signs 

“[Failure does not occur overnight], there is usually a slow build-up of little problems 

that eventually reach a critical mass” (Lombardo & Eichinger, 1999; McCall & 

Lombardo, 1983 cited in Hogan, Hogan & Kaiser, 2009).  

 

Irwin (2009) argues that for each case of derailed leader he analyzes in his book, there 

were predicting signs of derailment. Not getting promoted or not getting in charge of 

significant projects are early signals of future derailment such as not being invited for 

meetings or not being part of the major communication circuit.  
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Sanborn (n.d.) has interest in leaders’ failure and claims that there are several signals 

which point to failure. Leaders loosing focus regarding what is really important is one 

of these warning signs. Instead of focusing on their job, which is leading their team 

efficiently, they pay more attention to fame and money, traps of higher positions and 

responsibilities. It can also be witnessed as one’s attention is paid on small details 

instead of the big picture. This first derailment sign is also revealed in the leader’s 

actions. For instance, if she/he is too focused on meeting expectations, being tasks 

oriented, and not enough towards the development of oneself or of the followers, which 

should be a priority. 

 

A shift in leaders’ attention is inevitably leading to poor communication from their side. 

Leaders’ communication depends on how they perceived their relationship with their 

followers. If leaders think that the followers are fully dedicated to their vision, they 

communicate less than what might be needed, as they assume that followers understand 

what their vision even though it is not clearly explained. This is leading to a 

misunderstanding and therefore to poor performances. The aversion for risk is another 

warning signal for derailment. Instead of being driven by success, leaders are motivated 

by the fear of failure. Because of this situation, they do not dare taking risks and only 

attempt safe actions which at the end are not enough anymore to succeed (Sanborn, 

n.d.).  

 

Integrity is the essence of leadership. It is the combination of competency and character. 

As soon as integrity is no longer the first priority, it tends to lead to failure as well as 

when the moral values, the ethic is not followed anymore (Sanborn, n.d.).   

 

Leadership is referred to the act of leading others, but before doing so, one must lead 

oneself. Therefore, one must take care of oneself on different levels such as 

emotionally, physically and mentally. In order to keep on going well on these levels, it 

requires good self-management. If one of them is deteriorating, it is most likely to end 

up with a leader derailment. As many people rely on the leader’s ability to lead them on 

the right path, it is crucial to have a good self-management (Sanborn, n.d.).   

 

Sanborn (n.d) argues that these warning signs, if honestly considered, are very helpful 

in order to avoid disaster such as failures or leaders’ derailment. 
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3.4.3 Derailment as a process 

Irwin (2009) argues that derailment does not suddenly take place. Indeed, there is a 

pattern that derailed leaders seem to follow. He describes this pattern as five 

consecutive steps which end up with the leaders’ fall.  

 

 Step 1: “a failure of self/other-awareness” 

Being alert is an essential requirement in order to be an effective leader. Moreover, 

alertness is not needed towards oneself but also and mostly towards others. Derailed 

leaders do not pay attention to the impact of their actions on the team and their 

potentials negatives consequences. Leading with awareness involve a high level of 

empathy and humbleness.  

 

 Step 2: “hubris: pride before the fall” 

Hubris is characterized by an extreme overconfidence or arrogance. Leaders associating 

the success of the organization to their leadership highlight hubris syndrome. They 

perceive themselves as being above than everyone else in the organization.  Boards do 

not enjoy this attribute and therefore lead the CEO/leader/manager to get dismissed.   

 

 Step 3: “missed early warning signals” 

This third stage is an obvious consequence of the previous one. By feeling superior and 

too arrogant, leaders miss warning signals. The warning signals have various shape such 

as feedback about the leading style and behavior or witnessing the company going on 

the wrong path.  

 

 Step 4: “rationalizing” 

Despite the warning signals, derailing leaders remain blindfolded and believe that they 

are still on the right path. At this stage, leaders mainly focus on themselves by denying 

responsibilities and manipulating data to make them fit their personal vision.   

 

 Step 5: “derailment” 

Derailment is the natural outcome and final stage of this process. At this time, the board 

cannot handle anymore leaders’ behavior and it is time for them to leave. 
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3.4.4 Derailment through myths 

Longenecker (2014) defines myth as ‘a fantasy, a fable or a fanciful fiction’. 

Previously, myths were easily misinterpreted because of their frequent religious origins 

and were often considered as entertaining stories as they, most of the time, involve 

Gods from ancient history. During the twentieth century, meaning and perception of 

myths have changed thank to individual such as Mircea Eliade (1907-1986) or Joseph 

Campbell (1904-1987). They claim that myths have benefits for society as they are 

helpful in the process of sense-making and are perceived as guidelines regarding how to 

behave in the world. Nowadays, myths are all over our society, within literature and 

movies. The reason is simple: communication through myths is easier as they are 

understood by everyone and perceived as universal communication channel 

(Longenecker, 2014).  

 

Regarding the issue of leadership’s traps and derailment factors, there are several 

examples of myths throughout history which can be used in order to illustrate these 

issue, such as Hubris and Icarus for instance. However, the authors decided to focus on 

the biblical story of King David and Bathsheba which is a good example, easily 

transposable to a leadership situation and demonstrate how an inappropriate behavior 

and bad judgment can lead to disastrous outcomes. 

 

 King David and Bathsheba 

 

Ludwig and Longenecker (1993) illustrate the issue of ethical failure for leaders and its 

consequences through the biblical story of David and Bathsheba, which is present in 

both the Bible and the Torah. Power, fortune, loyal followers and a rising and successful 

nation, King David had everything to be a good leader and to life a happy life. 

However, nobody is perfect and soon or later, mistakes and bad decisions occurs. In 

order to achieve personal ends, he used unethical means which had severe outcomes for 

both his private life and his role as a nation leader. What went wrong? Despite all his 

magnificent assets, he could not control his desire for something that was forbidden for 

him: Bathsheba, one of his officer’s wife. 

 

It all started after successful battles, King David felt confident about his strategy and did 

not feel the need for adjustments and thoughts his soldiers and officers would do a great 

job dealing on their own with this strategy. Therefore, David was enjoying his time 
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home instead of fulfilling his king’s duties on the field and let his trusted officer Joab 

take charge of the operations. This is the first step of his downfall, not doing what he 

was supposed to do. Followers start wondering why their leader is acting in such a way. 

Every leader is delegating, but in this case, he ignored the outside world, what was 

happening without giving clear instruction to his officer. Delegating because of the need 

of free time for other missions is acceptable but delegating in order to get even more 

personal free time is an inacceptable behavior from leaders. David’s lack of 

participation in his role of leader and his extra leisure time made him lose focus and 

then became self-centered on personal interests, one of them the officer’s wife. After 

getting Bathsheba pregnant, King David sent his husband in front of the battle field to 

make sure he would not come back and allow David and Bathsheba to have a normal 

life (Ludwig & Longenecker, 1993).  

 

This story illustrates how good leaders can lose focus on their primary missions and 

derail as they take unethical decisions in order to serve their personal ends. Ludwig and 

Longenecker (1993) argue that this biblical story is frequent nowadays. One can often 

read in newspapers stories from smart, esteemed and brilliant leaders who self-destruct 

by losing sights of what is considered as proper behavior and do the opposite. Ludwig 

and Longenecker (1993) name this phenomenon the “Bathsheba syndrome” to evoke 

the story of King David.  They argue that ethics and moral values are often forgotten 

because of the complex and fast-changing world in which managers evolve. Therefore, 

they have to leave those values aside in order to meet organization’s goals. Ethical 

failures can be interpreted as the beginning of leaders’ derailment. Regarding David’s 

story, his decision to send Bathsheba’s husband to war had many consequences such as 

the loss of trust from his officer, who discover the fraud, the loss of respect in his nation 

which had led to further issues, the loss of committed followers, and so on. Such is the 

case in today’s business world. As one commits a fraud, it has soon or later devastating 

outcomes on oneself as well as on the organization. 

 

3.5 Communication 
Robbins, DeCenzo and Coulter (2011) argue that communication is the keystone for 

managers and leaders’ daily work. The reason is simple: their work is based on 

communication. Indeed, in order to draw strategies and take decisions, leaders must 

have the appropriate information by communicating with the appropriated person. As 
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soon as the decision is taken, communication occurs again as it must be transmitted to 

the right stakeholders, must of the time the followers. Therefore, it becomes obvious 

that leaders must have good communication skills. Even though communication is a key 

factor to success, it cannot assure one’s accomplishment by itself. However, a bad and 

inefficient communication leads inevitably to issues and misunderstanding between 

leaders and followers for instance. 

 

3.5.1 The communication process 

Communication can be seen as a process, involving seven components. Every process 

aims a goal. In this particular case, the goal is to convey a message. The process starts 

with the sender, who is encoding the message and then transmits it through a channel. 

On the other side of the channel, the receiver is decoding the message. With this 

process, a message is transmitted to an individual to another (Berlo, 1960 cited in 

Robbins, DeCenzo & Coulter, 2011). 

 

Figure 4 Communication Process 

COPYRIGHT ©2011 PEARSON EDUCATION, INC. PUBLISHING AS PRENTICE HALL 

 

The encoding refers to the transformation of a thought in a message. The message is 

influenced by the ability of the sender, his/her knowledge and his/her sociocultural 

context. The message is all the information which carries a meaning between the sender 

and the receiver and is the purpose of the communication between those two parties. 

The channel refers to the mean by which the message goes from the sender to the 

receiver. Decoding is the process by which the receiver transcript the message issued by 

the sender. Finally, the feedback illustrates the possibility for the sender of the message 

to receive information regarding the effectiveness of the message (Robbins, DeCenzo & 

Coulter, 2011). 
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Robbins, DeCenzo and Coulter (2011) argues that written communication, such as 

emails, posts or memos, is more reliable than oral communication because it leaves 

prints which last much longer than words. However, the written communication has as 

weakness its slowness. Indeed, it takes more time to write than to talk, and the same 

applies for the opportunity to receive feedback from a message, which does not always 

apply with written communication.  

 

3.5.2 Effective communication 

Even though the communication process as previously described seems to be flawless 

and work smoothly, it is not. Many obstacles alter the meaning of the message between 

the sender and the receiver. One of these obstacles is filtering. The sender of the 

message manipulates the information on purpose to make sure it is received in a more 

positive way by the receiver. The obstacle can also come from the receiver. Indeed, the 

meaning of the message can be understood in different ways depending of the receivers’ 

motivation, needs or other personal characteristics. Therefore, the receiver applies a 

selective perception to the information. The amount of information transmitted can have 

an impact on the effectiveness of the process if for instance the receiver’s ability to cope 

with information is lower than the amount of information transmitted by the sender. 

Finally, the culture also has an impact of the communication process. The meaning can 

be interpreted differently depending on the natural culture. The way people 

communicate between each other is not the same in Japan and in the United States for 

instance, therefore one must be aware of these difference if an American employee 

communicates with a Japanese colleague (Robbins, DeCenzo & Coulter, 2011). 

 

These obstacles can be overcome by using simple tools or habits such as feedback or 

simplifying the content of the message. The sender of the message can ask for feedback 

to make sure the receiver totally understand the meaning of the message. Moreover, the 

message can be misinterpreted if the language used is too elaborated. A way to easily 

overcome this obstacle is to simplify the language in the communication. Finally, active 

listening, meaning being receptive and paying attention to what the other party is saying 

without interruptions or early interpretations, is a powerful habit to adopt in order to 

have a successful communication process (Robbins, DeCenzo & Coulter, 2011).  
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3.6 Sensemaking  
Weick (1995) argue that many theories are too focused on understanding the past yet 

forget that we must live forward. Meaning that many theories focus too much on only 

understanding the past rather than having a holistic perspective which helps us live in 

the future. Therefore, he created the sensemaking theory, aiming to create a holistic 

theory, “Living forward and understand backwards”. Weick (1995) argue that there is 

not one single picture of reality which is the true picture. Instead, all human beings use 

sensemaking in order to create order in their lives by creating their own plausible 

picture of our reality. Hence, Weick (1995) argues that organizations today have several 

different priorities and perspectives as they contain many interdependent players in 

different departments, everyone with their own, plausible picture of the organization. 

Therefore, Weick (1995) argues that sensemaking and sense giving in organizations is 

of great importance in order to align these different priorities and work towards the 

same goal and vision. 

 

3.6.1 Sensemaking 

The process of sensemaking contains three elements; Frames of references, cues, as well 

as a relation between the previous mentioned elements (Weick, 1995). The first 

element, frames of references, is based on all our previous experiences and all our 

knowledge. The process of sensemaking is an individual process, yet it does not only 

depend on our own knowledge and experiences but is also socially constructed by our 

interactions with other human beings. Therefore, our social environment also affects our 

sensemaking. Since this process, and especially our frame of references, is based on our 

knowledge and experiences, it is also continuous and constantly changing as soon as we 

are exposed to new experiences or sources of knowledge.  

 

We are aware of our frame of references and based on these ones, we identify and sort 

out important stimuli within our surroundings. These stimuli are what Weick (1995) 

refers to as cues. This process is there to help us create order in our environment. Since 

our surroundings are full of stimuli, it is not possible for us to pick and interpret all of 

them. Therefore, we only extract what we believe to be important stimuli based on our 

frames of references. When we have identified the cues, the third part of sensemaking 

starts, we try to give it a meaning based on our frames of references. We put the cues in 

relation to our frames of references hoping to create meaning and an appropriate action 

in the given situation. It is a process in which we use our previous experiences and 
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knowledge to help us create a suitable response in the way we behave in certain 

situations. Further, Gioia and Chittipeddi (1991) argue that followers use sensemaking 

as a way to judge the leader and their embodiment as well as the way he/she use his/her 

communication, rhetoric, storytelling and symbols. 

 

3.6.2 Sensegiving 

Gioia and Chittipeddi (1991) argue that leaders and followers are interconnected in a 

process that is sequential and reciprocal with sense giving and sensemaking. As a 

leader, one wants all the followers heading in the same direction, following one’s 

vision. However, in order to do this, the leader has to influence their sensemaking 

process. Nevertheless, the first step is to be aware that everyone has their own picture of 

reality based on their own sensemaking process, the leader as well as the followers. 

Gioia and Chittipeddi (1991) argue that the leader first makes sense of the situation, 

thereafter he or she wants to convince the followers that his/her vision and reality is the 

right one. This is sense giving, when the leader influences the follower’s sensemaking 

process. Further, this might have to be done by disrupting the status quo. Making the 

followers uncomfortable in the current situation, enlighten them with what is not 

working currently, followed by a new vision they can strive for instead.  

 

Followers are constantly trying to make sense of the leader and his or her intentions, 

expectations and behavior. Gardner (1996) argues that the success of a leader depends 

on his/her ability to help followers to make sense out of this leader. Successful and 

innovative leaders use stories and symbols to reach the frames and minds of followers. 

However, as a leader, it is not only about telling or relating to these stories, one has to 

embody them, it is a matter of practicing what one preaches. The stories used have to be 

appropriate and give a suitable holistic picture of what a leader practices and preaches.  

Gardner (1996) rates leaders in their innovativeness as relating to their stories. First, 

there is the “the ordinary leader”, who relates to common stories that everyone knows. 

Then comes the “the innovative leader” who uses old stories but gives them a new twist 

or touch. Last, the very rare “visionary leaders” who creates new stories and convey this 

new story to others effectively.  

 

3.7 Importance of conflicts 
Robbins, DeCenzo and Coulter (2011, p.414) define a conflict as ‘a situation when a 

disagreement occurs between two actors regarding the resources, the goals or the 
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issues leading to resistant behaviour or affection relationship’. The idea of conflict has 

evolved over time. There are three main conceptions regarding this problematic: 

traditionalist, behaviorist, and interactionist. The traditionalist perception was very 

simplistic: conflicts are unhealthy and must be avoided or eliminated if present within 

organizations. This perception was dominant during the 19th century until the World 

War II. The behavioral perception took place in the late forties, early fifties. Researchers 

who focused on this perception claim that conflicts are natural and unavoidable. 

Moreover, conflicts have potential positive values for the organizations. Finally, in the 

seventies rose up the interactionist perception which claims that conflicts are essential 

and necessary for organizations’ effectiveness. Moreover, it encourages opposition and 

argues that conflict management should include stimulation of conflict and resolution 

techniques (Robbins, 1978). 

 

Robbins (1978) argues that even though the interactionist’s perception advocates 

conflicts, they can hurt organizations by reducing job satisfaction, increasing turnovers 

and eventually affect productivity. The idea behind this approach is to encourage 

conflicts which keep alive the innovative and receptive spirit among the organization as 

without constructive conflicts, organizations cannot survive. Linked to the idea of 

constructive conflict comes the concept of change, which is also necessary for 

organization survival. Robbins (1974) claims that conflict leads to changes, to which 

organizations have to adapt and finally lead to their survival.  

 

Robbins (1978, p.72) identify sources of conflicts which can be classified into three 

general categories: ‘communication, structure, and personal behavior factors’. 

Communicative conflicts arise from misunderstanding, semantic differences or any 

obstacles present in the communication process, as previously explained. The structure 

is source of conflicts when oppositions occur between levels of management regarding 

the coordination of activities. Lastly, personal behavior is resulting in conflict when one 

feels more important than others or starts idiosyncratic activities. 

 

Regarding the conflict management, Thomas and Schmidt (1976) claims that managers 

from middle to top levels have a high interest in the conflict management and it is even 

more important that the decision-making process and the communication process, 

depending on the level.  
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Center for Creative Leadership (2002) argues that conflicts do not necessarily end up 

breaking up relationship nor lead to someone’s derailment. Conflicts can have positive 

outcomes if properly handled. Indeed, it might result in increasing the productivity and 

strengthen the relationship between the opponents of the conflicts, most often leaders 

and their followers. Conflicts have many benefits such as clarifying one’s opinion and 

help to understand each other’s better. Moreover, conflicts lead people to deal and share 

more openly their feelings and perception about a specific situation. Hence, the decision 

making process is becoming better too as more information are taken into account. 

Conflicts also have the power to create open environment where no one keeps for 

oneself his/her ideas and they stimulate innovation and creativity as everyone is 

encourage to share his/her opinions and ideas.   

 

3.8 Three Box solution 
Vijay Govindarajan (2016) has created the “Three Box Solution” framework for 

companies to be innovative. It is about balancing the past, present and the future. It is 

simple but powerful, it explains a complex phenomenon in a simple framework. He 

argues that it needs to be simple in order for people to be able to grasp and practice it. 

Box 1 represents the current business opportunities, Box 2 selective forgetting of the 

past, and Box 3 creating the future. These can be applied to all organizations as well as 

individuals. Balance has always been important, but he argues that it is of even greater 

importance for leaders today to balance these three boxes, due to the rapid change on 

the markets. Govindarajan (2016) gives an example of a great leader who used this 

model, Nelson Mandela, how he realized that the current situation with all the anger 

from the past was not a suitable ground for the nation’s future. He chose to obliterate 

some part of the past in order to focus on the future. It was not about forgetting and 

denying the past but rather to forget the wounds and focus on how to use it and create a 

better future. It is about balancing the past and present when deciding or creating the 

future. 

 

Govindarajan (2016) explains how he has used this in his own life when accepting as 

well as declining job offers. He argued that he declined a job offer, which in itself was 

truly appealing. However, if he would have accepted it, he would have lost his identity, 

forgotten too much about his past and how it has made him the person he is today.  It is 
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truly about balancing, ‘considering what to preserve, what to destroy, and what to 

create’ when deciding (Govindarajan, 2016, para. 9). Govindarajan (2016) argues that if 

one, as a leader, individual or a company, do not manage to balance the past, present 

and future, one is most certainly going to struggle and fail. 
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4 Empirical cases / Data collection  
 

In this chapter, we introduce two fields in which mistakes and failures are public, 

shown or heard in front of an audience. When it happens, there is no way to take it back 

or undo it. Moreover, in these fields, constructive critiques are of great importance and 

mistakes are not seen as failures. Rather, mistakes are seen as elements for learning 

and of significant importance in order to make improvements. The two fields are the 

symphony orchestra and football teams. Both fields are team oriented groups who use 

constructive criticism and, most often, handle this properly. Your mistakes and flaws 

are pointed out in order to be improved. When an individual learns and grow from their 

mistakes and flaws it also contributes to the team becoming better.  

 

“Being creative and innovative requires that we allow ourselves to 
experiment and explore. When you explore, whether it’s a new piece 
of music or a new business opportunity, mistakes are inevitable. The 

best you can do is accept them, and work with your friends and 
colleagues to keep them to a minimum.” 

JUSTIN LOCKE, 7TH SEPTEMBER 2010. 

 

4.1 Orchestra  

“We know we’re not perfect, so we all help each other out.” 

JUSTIN LOCKE, 7TH SEPTEMBER 2010. 

 

Researchers argue there are many similarities between symphony orchestras and 

corporations. They are both team efforts with one person in charge, leading, who is the 

only one with the whole picture. This person in the orchestra is the conductor. He is 

responsible for directing the musicians and setting the tempo, he is the only one who 

has the whole repertoire for all instruments, while the musicians only have the notes for 

their respective instrument (Köping, 2003). Further, orchestras are divided into 

subgroups depending on their instrument, woodwinds, brass, percussion and strings and 

then there is also an administrative group. These groupings might vary and have 

additional groups depending on the orchestra. The administrative group is responsible 

for the financial aspect, marketing, tickets sales and other practical tasks of importance 

in order for the orchestra to be able to function and for the musicians to be able to focus 

on their passion and music. Further, every instrument has a section leader, a principal. 
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The principal of the first violins, the violins are divided in two groups, is also called the 

concert master and is below the conductor and is the one responsible for tuning the 

orchestra before the conductor enters the concert hall.  

 

4.1.1 The perspectives and the performance 

The orchestra performance is every time unique. There will never be a similar 

performance again, since it is specific to the moment and influenced by several factors 

contributing to the experience. The most obvious is of course the conductor and the 

musicians. However, there is also the pit, the room, the audience and the administrative 

group. Therefore, the performance of an orchestra cannot be measured in a general 

sense. There might be a mutual agreement that the performance was considered 

successful or even excellent. Köping (2003) questions who can really decide whether a 

performance was successful or not, who possess this power. There are so many different 

actors: the musicians, conductor, audience, critics or the administrative group. They all 

have different perspective and measurement. Not only depending upon their role but 

also due to the ambiguity of art itself. We all perceive it differently, we sense and feel 

differently. Köping (2003) further claims that depending on where you sit in the room, 

there are different cues that influence your perception. The audience might leave the 

hall satisfied while the musicians will be less satisfied. It cannot be generalized. We all 

have different perception. There is not one single truth when it comes to art, it is highly 

individual (Köping, 2003; Stenström, 2008). Everyone has their own truth about the 

performance. 

 

Further, Köping (2003) emphasizes that depending on the perspective, trust is built 

differently. In orchestra, the creation process is open-ended, you have faith in 

everyone’s good will. Therefore, trust is not built on expectation rather a belief there is 

a mutual will to do good. In orchestra, there is no winner or loser, they have a 

cumulative view of the follow musicians. Whatever you give, it will be enrich and come 

back a thousand times, and this is an ordinary part of their job situation.  

 

4.1.2 The Role of the Conductor 

The conductor of a symphony orchestra is often used as a metaphor for the perfect 

leader, an individual hero ‘who has everything under control and can inspire the 

followers to wonderful performances’ (Koivunen & Wennes, 2011, p. 52). The 

conductor enters the stage and the instruments are tuning in and everyone making noise, 
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then the conductor makes significantly small movements and creates order from this 

noise. Others argue that the conductor should be seen as an authoritarian dictator 

controlling the musicians with these small movements. However, recent researchers 

argue that neither of these should be seen as the final truth. Orchestras should instead be 

seen through another perspective, the relational perspective. (Koivunen & Wennes, 

2011; Köping, 2003). Köping (2003) conducted an organizational research about 

creativity and relations in a concert hall and while reading this research, it became 

evident that the conductor does not have all the power. The process of conducting a 

symphony orchestra is a relational process. The conductor and the musicians are 

interdependent on one another and there is a constant communication between them, 

mostly unspoken (Koivunen & Wennes, 2011). In an orchestra as well as art in general, 

it is mostly about emotions, feeling and believing as well as mutual understanding with 

the music as common grounds. 

 

Further evident insights from Köping’s (2003) research demonstrate that, as well as 

there are excellent, good, less good and even bad leaders, the same applies to 

conductors. The conductor needs to let the musicians develop and feel like they are 

contributing in the process. He cannot enter the room and act as a dictator demanding 

the musicians to play beautiful. Köping (2003) argues that it is not about either part 

folding or giving up their vision or interpretation of a piece, nor is it about one’s vision 

being better and therefore forcing this vision through. Rather Köping (2003) argues that 

it is about integrating everyone’s perspective and living in harmony in order to create a 

common interpretation where everyone’s voice is heard. It is a common creation 

process where the conductor and musicians communicate with the feeling of the music, 

in the way he conducts and they play. Further, Köping (2003) argues that conductors are 

most often guest conductors visiting the orchestra for approximately a week. The 

process is very intense and the guest conductor spends several hours with the musicians 

every day. Therefore, Köping (2003) claims that it might be more accurate to refer to 

the conductor as a consultant. The conductor often does not know how the orchestra is 

playing therefore he cannot come with a clear vision of how it should be played. He is 

invited to the orchestra not to sell his interpretation and vision but rather to propose his 

interpretation which is then handled within the orchestra. Then, the musicians and the 

conductor together reinterpret the piece and create their own vision and performance. It 

is about adjusting to the specific orchestra and their way of playing, with the way the 
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conductor conducts then integrate all these perspectives into one common reinterpreted 

vision.   

 

Benjamin Zander (2008) argues in a similar way and says ‘my job was to awaken 

possibility of other people’. Meaning you should not instruct people based on your 

vision and goals. You have to believe in their capacity to understand your dreams and 

visons, you have to empower your followers. This cannot be done by only ordering 

them with clear instructions. Zander (2008) continues and says that you can clearly see 

if you are doing a good job as a conductor, or also as human being, by looking into the 

eyes of your musicians, if they are shining then you know you are doing a good job, 

‘success as a leader is about how many shining eyes you have around you’. He 

continues and explains his vision of great leadership and as a leader you can make a 

choice of how you act and behave and this depends on your perspectives. On the one 

hand, you act from the perspective of the negative downward spiral, in which Zander 

(2008) argues that ‘possibility is a matter of luck’ (Zander, 2008). With this perspective, 

one sees issues rather than possibilities. It is a world full of competition, fears and 

pressure, a world where there is always a winner and a looser. On the other hand, one 

has the positive upward spiral where “possibility is the norm” (Zander, 2008). With this 

perspective one sees the possibility and opportunity in a given situation while a person 

with a negative spiral mindset only sees the problem. Stone Zander and Zander (2000) 

illustrates these two different perspectives and mindsets in an example of two marketing 

scouts sent to an African region to research the possibility of expanding a shoe business. 

When at place in the African region, they noticed that people were not wearing shoes. 

They have then two totally different perspectives of this meaning. The first scouts sent a 

telegram back to the office saying the situation is hopeless, people do not even wear 

shoes. Clearly and example of the negative downward spiral, it is either black or white. 

While the second scout shows the art of seeing the possibility. His telegram said the 

business opportunity is glorious since they do not even have shoes yet. He argues that it 

is about how we tell the story of our lives, we possess the power to write it the way we 

want. He further argues that this is what differentiates great leaders. By having this 

mindset, one sees possibility and ability in the followers and they feel it as well. As a 

leader, one has the power to tell the story either way, the possibility to choose the 

upward spiral is there. 
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4.1.3 Communicating as a Conductor 

 

“The less you are able to show, the more you have to tell” 

     BENJAMIN TALGAM 
 

We previously said that the conductor and the musicians constantly communicate with 

one another. However, the communication is most of the time unspoken. Indeed, it is a 

nonverbal communication and it is done through body language, gestures, facial 

expressions, looks and eye gazes. This is the most valuable tool of a conductor. These 

unspoken expressions can indicate everything a conductor wishes to say. His body 

language can express emotions such as joy, sadness and anger, or it might signal tempo 

changes, instructions and also appreciations, satisfaction as well as dissatisfaction. 

 

Further, Itay Talgam illustrates the differences between conductors in a TedTalk 

(Talgam, 2009). He shows short clips of different conductor with complete different 

styles. It shows how significant the body language and the appearance are while 

conducting. Conductors communicate with the help of their body. As well as it can be a 

tool to reach harmony, it can also be destructive and demanding, leading to chaos and 

loss of trust from the musicians. If you, as a conductor, only try to convey your vison of 

a piece, you will not be successful and therefore not last long as a conductor. Some 

musicians argue that the orchestra manages to play extraordinary, many times with the 

help of the conductor, however sometimes “despite” the conductor (Köping, 2003).  

 

Talgam (2009) gives examples of a commanding conductor who received a letter from 

his musicians saying they wanted him to resign. They did not feel they could develop 

under his leadership. He had a demanding and clear vision. It was based only on his 

interpretation of the piece to be played. His instructions and sanctions were clearly 

showed through his body language. This did work however only for a short period of 

time. He failed to meet the musicians half way, there were no integrative perspectives 

and no harmony from the musician’s perspective. This specific conductor, Mutti, was 

very famous but was not suitable for the specific orchestra. However, he later moved to 

another orchestra in another country where he was appreciated for his straightforward 

and demanding conducting style. These country specific differences are also supported 

by Köping’s (2003) research, in which the conductors agreed and said they have to 

adapt their style and rehearsal time depending on the country. 
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This highlights the fact that a conductor cannot request his musicians to do only what 

he/she wants. Rather, a conductor has to be there a 100%, not demanding, the ‘authority 

is only there when needed’ (Talgam, 2009). Usually, this authority appears with facial 

expression when someone “is off” or playing the wrong note etc. The most important 

tool conductors have is their body and the way they use it. The body and facial 

expression is there both to praise as well as guide and correct the musicians. Further, the 

body language of the conductor is also influenced by the message the music wants to 

convey, also portrayed in Talgam’s Ted Talk (2009). If the music piece is joyful, it 

would be counterproductive for the conductor to use postures and body language who 

conveys a message of sadness or anger, and vice versa.  

 

Also, Köping (2003) argues that the conductors do not have a specific model of how 

he/she wants a section to be played when arriving in front of the orchestra. Rather 

offering an idea to the musicians, who then respond and comment with the way they 

play. Köping (2003) argues that when trying to understand orchestras, one need to have 

a relational perspective, one has to understand what is happening between the conductor 

and the musicians. The conductor will not be able to dictate his will and visions to the 

musicians and expect them to perform excellent/exceptional/outstanding, as some 

conductors have done in the past. Nowadays it is not acceptable. The musicians know 

their rights as human beings and if they feel the conductor is too authoritarian, lack of 

authenticity or vision, they will oppose and he will lose their trust. Rather while the 

conductor and the musicians rehears, the conductor offers his idea with the way he 

conducts and uses his body. After he has proposed this idea and vision, the musicians 

answer by the way they play. This is a nonverbal communication, it is based on hearing 

and feelings. This is something they have long experience in and their listening skills 

are more developed than other non-musicians. Köping (2003) even states that orchestras 

belong to a sound impressive culture and it has another way of structuring their 

thinking. Indeed, it is more situational and practical oriented. They have refined hearing 

and must be alert and act fast and appropriately in the given situation. 

 

4.1.4 How to handle mistakes and conflicts in an orchestra? 

Koivunen and Wennes, (2011) argue that conducting is not something you can learn by 

reading a book or simply by your own ability to play an instrument. Rather it is a 

proccess of learning by doing, hence mistakes are unavoidable and constitute a base for 

learning. Further, when mistake occur in the orchestra, the conductor uses his body 
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language to signal and help the musicians back on track. According to Köping (2003), it 

is not often that other musicians, or not even the conductor, mention the mistake. It is 

commonly known that mistakes occur and it is just a matter of learning from them. it is 

better to do mistakes during rehearsal then you are less likely to repeat them during the 

concert. When a mistake is made during rehearsal the conductor asks for a second round 

of the part where the mistake was committed, in order for the musician to get a chance 

to do it right.  It should also be mentioned that these mistakes are noticeable for 

everyone in the orchestra as well as the audience. However, when musicians play the 

wrong note or are wrong in the tempo, the conductor gives the musician a gaze and 

helps him or her coming back on the right track. Further, Köping (2003) argues that it is 

not common for other musicians to tell other when they make mistakes, both because 

the musicians are aware of the mistake and it might be seen as a critique and you do not 

want to violate someone else’s honor. This is also the reason why they generally do not 

encourage or praise when someone played good, since it might have a contradictory 

meaning and behavior. 

“Being creative and innovative requires that we allow ourselves to 
experiment and explore. When you explore, whether it’s a new piece 
of music or a new business opportunity, mistakes are inevitable. The 

best you can do is accept them, and work with your friends and 
colleagues to keep them to a minimum.” 

JUSTIN LOCKE, 7TH SEPTEMBER 2010. 

 

In the specific orchestra in Köping’s (2003) research, they had a generation conflict. 

There was a shift of generations, old musicians retiring, while new younger and 

enthusiastic musicians came into the orchestra. The older musicians felt the younger 

lacked respect for their long experience and routine. Whilst the young musicians felt 

they had higher technical skills and that the old musicians lacked enthusiasm and 

commitment. This lead to a conflict where some believed one section leader did not 

meet the expectations. The musicians in the section first tried to convince him to step 

down from his position without success. Later, they excluded him in a letter to all the 

musicians saying the section did no longer have trust in him as a section leader, 

however they did not question his competence. This created a separation within the 

orchestra. Some argued that this is humiliating for this experienced musicians, while 

others found this revealing, proving “lifetime employments” are not possible/ultimate. 

After this decision was made, to have the section leader step down from his chair, the 
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conflict and segregation it created was still present. However, this also created 

awareness of the hierarchy system, with “lifetime employments”, to what extent it was 

not in the best interest for the orchestra. After many and long discussion everyone 

agreed that the outcome was for everyone’s best interest, even the section leader who 

stepped down. Because most importantly is the wellbeing of the music. However, this 

had a positive outcome, the orchestra decided to implement a new creative-council (det 

konstnärliga rådet) after this, whose main task was to handle similar difficulties in the 

future more discretely and with less emotions.  

 

Another discussion Köping (2003) had with some of the musicians was related to the 

conductor’s ability: if the conductor is bad or incompetent, what do you do? She 

received different answers. Some had the idea that you “play along” with the 

conductors’ will during the rehearsal, while playing your own way on the concert. 

While one said this was just nonsense to do, his belief was they should play the way the 

conductor beats in order for the audience to see how bad the conductor was. She 

explained her interpretation of this; for this musician it was not about playing lovely 

music it was about showing your power. The feeling is, this must rather be an exception 

rather than the norm in orchestras. Köping (2003) argues that the social wellbeing in an 

orchestra does not come before the musical wellbeing. Meaning the music comes before 

social interactions. She is skeptical to the audition process. This time is normally a time 

where the different parties can discuss their respective expectation. However, the 

orchestra does not have any talk or discussion of expectations from either part when the 

new musician enters the orchestra. Instead the focus is only on the technical skills in 

order to get accepted in to the orchestra, proving the importance of the musical 

wellbeing. 
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4.2 The Case of the Football team 

“Failure happens all the time. It happens every day in practice. What 
makes you better is how you react to it.”  

MIA HAMM 

 

Söderman (2013) claims that football, as it is called in Europe, is the favorite hobby of 

European citizens. He argues that by having a quick glance at the FIFA’s statistics 

(Federation Internationale de Football Association), it appears that football involves 

nearly 4 percent of the world’s population by taking into account players, whether male 

or female and referees, who are indispensable. Other numbers are as impressive as the 

previous one. One can read on the FIFA’s website that the audience of the 2014 World 

Cup exceeded 3 billion, 3,2 to be more precise. To a smaller extent, Ashby (2015) 

claims on eufa.com that the same popularity occurs in Europe regarding the Champions 

League with nearly 200 million spectators for the 2015 championship final game.  

 

Murray (2009) is astonished by the fact that even though football is a worldwide 

popular sport, its use as a metaphor is barely noticeable in the business culture or even 

in the research about leadership development. However, when it comes to sport 

metaphor in business in the United States, it is frequent to witness some related to 

American football or baseball as those two sports are noteworthy in the American 

culture. No doubt about how great those metaphors work in the United States. 

Unfortunately, business and companies operate in a global market and therefore deal 

with several foreign cultures which do not worship American football as much as the 

United States does. Jenkins (2008) raises this issue with his book entitled “The 

Collaborator: Discover soccer as a metaphor for global business leadership”. With this 

book, he aims to provide a new metaphor, which is meant to be used as a tool to deal 

with the global business environment. Murray (2009) claims that football presents 

several advantages over American sports. It is a universal sport and therefore there is no 

need to translate insights from this metaphor to the team members while this first 

advantage would not apply if one uses baseball analogy. Jenkins (2008, p.35) illustrates 

the universality of football by saying ‘soccer is imprinted in the world’s DNA’. 

Moreover, Murray (2009) argues that football teams are self-directed. Indeed, while 

playing and running for ninety minutes, players are out there on the field and do not 

constantly communicate with coaches standing behind the side line as it is the case for 

American football. Hence, football players have to quickly adapt themselves to the 
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game and the changing conditions as soon as they occur. In order to do so, it 

necessitates a strong team spirit build up around communication, cooperation and high 

level of confidence within the team. These three requirements are as much needed on 

the field as it is in business teams in order to efficiently deliver work. In order to 

perform well, both football and business team must be willing to move to fulfil different 

roles. Moreover, traditional football is a sport open to anyone, it does not have any entry 

requirement, although a good physical shape is a plus. Finally, football team and 

talented organizational team deal with diversity when it comes to players or audience on 

one side and to the range of skills or personal traits such as age, gender or ethnicity on 

the others (Murray, 2009). 

 

“Soccer as a global phenomenon” is the name of a conference held at Harvard 

University in April 2016. The aim of this conference was to raise awareness about the 

issue of globalization through the example of football. It is the most appropriate 

example to reach students as it is a worldwide phenomenon. As globalization, soccer 

creates ties between communities and within society. Such was the case during the 2014 

World Cup in Belgium, a country divided by linguistic and political issues but yet 

united behind a single national team. The topic of globalization was chosen because it is 

seen as one of the most significant aspect of the modern society. Soccer was used as a 

prism through which lecturers approached different themes. This sport has been, since 

the end of the 19th century, part of our society and has brought people together 

regardless where it was played. Therefore, soccer is the perfect example to illustrate the 

phenomena of globalization (Harvard University, 2016). 

 

Such is the case in this thesis, we use the metaphor of football to attempt to reveal the 

hidden part of the leadership ice berg or so-called “elephant in the boardroom”, we are 

referring to the leaders’ failures and mistakes which can eventually lead to their fall and 

what can be learn from this metaphor in order to avoid such event to occur. 

 

As previously stated, major football events such as World Cup or Champions Leagues 

gather hundreds millions, even billions people. This incredibly large audience witnesses 

every actions, goals, and wins, but also and unfortunately every mistakes, break downs 

and losses. Therefore, it is easier to observe failure as it is publicly exposed, much more 

than the corporate world. Furthermore, football teams look like organizations and 
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companies. The coach endorses the role of leader or CEO while the team players are the 

employees, the followers conducting the coach’s vision in order to achieve goals. Those 

two reasons lead us to choose the football industry as a metaphor to illustrate the 

concept of leadership failure and potentially find out a positive culture which encourage 

learnings from failures and mistakes and what can be learned from this area in order to 

improve one’s leadership. It is very important to state the fact that, as well as for the 

orchestra, football players practice a lot before performing in front of the spectators.  

 

4.2.1 Process of goals setting and perspective about performance  

Everyone has a goal which must be define as one wishes to reach. Football teams, 

players, and coaches also have their goals. Flaherty (n.d) claims that the process of 

setting goals is part of the psychological side of football. He explains that sport 

psychology is more than only motivational and insightful speeches. Indeed, it is about 

the search of excellence, which is achieved with actions and accomplishments. A coach 

who sets goals can be perceived as someone drawing a map of a journey and also allow 

to measure how effective a player is.  Flaherty (n.d.) argues that the SMART model is a 

way for football players as well as coaches to define their goals. SMART is an acronym 

standing for specific; measureable; achievable; relevant; and time-bound. 

 

Specific means that the goal must be clearly stated, answering the following questions: 

what, why and how. Measurable refers to the ability to quantify the goal in order to 

witness progress. As a coach, it is important to not only focus on how many times a 

player score but also on how many times a player assists his teammates. Taking this 

second part into consideration will prevent a “me-first” culture from growing within the 

team.  The goal set must be achievable. Indeed, setting unreachable goals such as a high 

number of goals per games or at the end of the season increase the level of stress and 

pressure which lead players to underperform. The goals must be set before the season or 

tournament starts. Coaches have to present them to the team in order to make sure 

players have the same vision as their coach and it is their duty as well to listen to the 

players’ expectations and goals. Regarding the number of goal, there should be several. 

Indeed, on one hand, if there is only one goal, players would end up being too focus 

toward this unique goal and leave aside other significant part of the game. On the other 

hand, too many goals are hard or nearly impossible to achieve. Therefore, there is a 

need to balance between too few and too many regarding the number of goals coaches 

set. 
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The expectations from coaches have to be realistic. Coaching is not an exact science, 

therefore coaches might be wrong sometimes. Coaches set goals which they think 

players are capable of. However, great players have the potential to reach these goals 

and to go beyond them. It does not matter if the goals are reached or not, coaches stay 

by player’s side to guide them to reach their best. Finally, it is important that goals are 

circumscribed within a time frame. Without the time pressure, players lose focus of the 

goals as they do not feel the urgency of achieving them. Regarding the time frame, 

coaches set up goals for the entire season as well as intermediate goals to reach. If the 

last ones are completed faster than expected, it is already a step forward progress and 

they can be adjusted if needed. 

 

One can read on truesport.org that the process of goal setting takes place every year. 

This process can be perceived as a routine for coaches. It starts with the review of 

previous season’s goals. Were they achieved or not? If not, why? This is the starting 

point from which coaches make adjustments so that goals match as much as possible the 

capabilities of the players and the team. Each coach has his or her own vision regarding 

the extent of the goals. They can be more implicit and directed to the process instead of 

the result. For some, having a team reaching its full possibilities, as a whole but also 

individually speaking for each players, is more significant than becoming the number 

one team.  However, the collective performance is more important for the coach as the 

players must be able to interact with each other and follow the group dynamic in order 

to perform well. Haddouche (2013) illustrates this example with the story of Zlatan 

Ibrahimovic who did not stay for a long time at FC Barcelona as the coach, Guardiola, 

could not handle the player’s personality. Zlatan, who is undeniably a very good player, 

did not belong to this club because of his lack of collective skills, which characterizes 

the Spanish club. The coach said that Zlatan did not fit in the collective spirit of the 

Spanish game and therefore was not useful for the team as he could produce more harm 

than success to the team.  

 

4.2.2 Coaching effectiveness  

Côté and Gilbert (2009) claims that the researches area of coach effectiveness has been 

ongoing for the last 30 years. Unfortunately, these studies and attempt in building 

coaching models do not convers to similar outcomes. There are plenty of different 

explanations to describe what make an effective coach such as leadership theories, 

relationship or motivation. However, three common concepts which influence coaches’ 

http://www.linguee.fr/anglais-francais/traduction/circumscribed.html
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work emerge from previous studies: ‘coaches’ knowledge, the athlete’s outcomes in a 

specific the coaching context’ (Côté & Gilbert, 2009, p.309). 

 

The first concept is the coaches’ knowledge to a broad extent. It refers to ‘their personal 

behaviours, experiences and strategies to effectively meet the various demands of 

coaching’ (Côté & Gilbert, 2009, p.309). Coaches’ knowledge has three layers: 

personal, interpersonal and intrapersonal. The first layer deals with one’s own 

knowledge. As a coach, it is important to have the proper information regarding the 

sport area, the science related to it and how to teach it to the players (Côté, 2009). 

Interpersonal knowledge is required to be an effective coach as it involves constant 

interactions with the players. There are plenty of relationships that coaches have to 

handle: players, staff, and other coaches. Regarding the intrapersonal knowledge, it 

concerns the coaches own ability to self-reflect and introspection. Coaches have to 

understand and truly know themselves in order to be able to coach others (Irvine, 2012).  

 

The second concept which explains coaches’ effectiveness is the athletes’ outcomes. It 

seems normal as without any players, or athletes to a broader extent, coaching is 

becoming useless. The athletes’ outcomes are related to their ‘competence, confidence, 

connection and character’ (Irvin, 2012, p.12). All four of the previous listed items are 

highly influenced by the coaching approach and coaches’ knowledge. Côté and Gilbert 

(2009) explain these four characteristics as followed: 

 

- Competence: skills related to the sport itself, both technical and tactical. 

Competence is measured by the athlete’s performance. 

-  Confidence: athlete’s ability to trust one’s own positive self-perception. 

- Connection: athlete’s relationships within or outside the sport area.  

- Character: athlete’s personality, one’s respect towards others and the sport, 

reveals one’s integrity and sense of responsibility. 

 

The last component of coaching effectiveness is the context in which evolve the coaches 

and the athletes or the players. Côté and Gilbert (2009, p.314) define the context as ‘the 

unique settings in which coaches endeavor to improve athlete outcomes’. The settings 

depend on the level to which athlete are performing. Trudel, Gilbert and Werthner 

(2009) classify the different contexts within three categories: recreational sport, 
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developmental sport, and elite sport. Depending on the context, the approach, the 

expectations and the results differ from one another.  

 

Based on these three concepts, Côté and Gilbert (2009, p.316) define coaching 

effectiveness as the following: ‘The consistent application of integrated professional, 

interpersonal, and intrapersonal knowledge to improve athletes’ competence, 

confidence, connection, and character in specific coaching contexts’.  

 

Irvine (2012) argues that regardless the environment, during competitions or at training 

sessions, leadership has a strong influence on the coaching effectiveness. Coaches, 

acting as leaders, must provide at any time and for any given situation proper leaders 

actions. As explained above, coaches face different contexts and therefore must adapt 

themselves to it. This characteristic is matching with the contingency leadership theory 

as well as the situational leadership theory. 

 

4.2.3 Role of the leader – authority 

Glumac (2015) claims that players come to practice for several reasons, mostly because 

they do really love what they are doing but also because they want to constantly 

improve themselves and becoming better. All of this of course is achieved more easily if 

they perform in a fun environment. Therefore, coaches are responsible for fulfilling 

players’ expectations, they are the engine driving the team. Moreover, he argues that 

players and coach are closely linked as they spend a lot of time together therefore their 

duty to create a good atmosphere to train and improve within the best conditions. 

Coaches are seen as the ones able to turn players’ dream into reality. 

 

Furthermore, Glumac (2015) argues that confidence is cornerstone of the relationship 

between players and their coach. It helps them to perform better. The trust between the 

two parties is built by showing respect for the efforts made and by pointing out areas 

which need improvement. If none of the previous are done, the bond between coach and 

players breaks and lead to a poor season. The relationship between the coach and the 

players goes far beyond the game and its outcome, a win or a loss. Indeed, coaches are 

responsible for the players’ development and help them to gain self-confidence in order 

to unleash their full potential.  
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Beswick (2010) argues that being a coach is both challenging and fun. It combines 

science and art at the same time. On the one hand, science because coaching requires 

analysis of the game and performance and on the other hand art as coaches must 

demonstrate empathy and follow their instinct. As previously stated, coaching does not 

necessarily mean being focus on the “production”, meaning the ultimate win. Even 

though it is true at the beginning of coaches’ career as they are full of ambitions, the 

attention shifts to the relationship with players and their attitude when the years pass by. 

Beswick (2010) claims that coaches must focus on the “production” as well as on the 

relationship with their players. Indeed, even if the production is good, the probability of 

win is less if the players’ commitment is low due to the poor relationship between coach 

and players. If we look the other way around, when the relationship is good but there 

are too little skills on the field. This combination ends up with a good commitment from 

the players but unfortunately bad results as the ability are too low. The ideal situation is 

when the relationship is good and the “production” too, and then the performance on the 

field would be optimal. 

 

Furthermore, Beswick (2010) insists on the importance of strong and positive 

relationships between players and coaches. This good ambiance generates resonance 

within the team, meaning that it creates an atmosphere in which players feel appreciated 

for what they do. Coaches who are able to generate this bond with their players and 

spread an encouraging feeling among them are often described by the players as caring, 

good listeners, open-minded and self-confident. As the players are strongly influenced 

by their coaches’ behavior, these last ones must always act in a proper way and 

constantly develop their relational skills to be an example, a model for the players.  

 

4.2.4 Communication and relationship with the followers 

It is not a secret, communication is the key in order to solve issues and help to maintain 

a healthy relationship. Such is the case for soccer players and their coaches. Hargreaves 

and Bate (2010) argue that even though we, as human being, all have the skill to deliver 

a message as well as to receive it through communication, some of us are better at doing 

this than others. They are referring to coaches, who are and must be particularly talented 

at delivering a message. Communication is not only a matter of words but also of body 

language, gestures and attitude. Hargreaves and Bate (2010) shed light on three different 

communication channels which are verbal, physical and visual. 
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Verbal communication in coaches’ daily missions is the most used as they talk a lot to 

the players to transmit instructions, strategies and recommendations for improvements. 

By using this channel of communication, it is important to think about the other party, 

the players and how they will receive the message in order to make it as clear as 

possible. Hargreaves and Bate (2010) call a communicational technique the “double 

positive approach”. It occurs when coaches witness a good performance on the field, 

they interrupt the practice in order to explain to the team why this particular play was 

good. By doing so, coaches show appreciation towards the player who successfully 

executed the play and then they demonstrate these good techniques to the whole team in 

order for all of them to adopt it. On the other hand, when mistakes happen on the field, 

they must be spotted and explained. Coaches must act cautiously while explaining 

mistakes as these last ones have to power to reduce one’s self-confidence. Therefore, a 

good technique is to introduce the mistake by starting with positive comment before 

stating what went wrong.  This motivating comment helps the players to feel confident 

and therefore they are more receptive to explanations regarding their faults. Lastly, 

another approach to effectively coach a team is to ask them questions, as 

communication is a double-way action. Players are the main actors on the field therefore 

it is obvious they have to take part in the communication process. By asking the players 

questions, coaches raise among them awareness regarding the game and increases their 

ability to analyze what is happening on the field on a collective level, rather than being 

focused on one’s own play. Forde and Kuper (2015) illustrate this two-way 

communication process with an example from the English Cup in 2010. Chelsea’s head 

coach, knowing his players, let them pick the strategy for the final game. It was not a 

surprise for him to witness that the players chose a similar strategy as they used all 

season long. By letting the players pick the strategy, the coach was absolutely 

convinced that the players would follow it. He explains that when he decides for the 

strategy, he cannot be 100% sure whether or not the players fully understood it. 

 

Furthermore, Hargreaves and Bate (2010) argue that communication is not only words. 

It also goes through the ability to provide visual communication. In order words, it 

refers to the coaches’ capacity to demonstrate well. By showing the players what they 

are expected to do, they receive a clear picture and it raises the coaches’ credibility as 

they actually put in motion what they are saying. As one said: ‘a picture is worth a 

thousand words’, the same applies for the ability of demonstrating rather than preaching 
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endless speeches. However, demonstrating is not always easy to do. Therefore, it might 

help if coaches practice their demonstration in private in order to avoid mistakes in front 

of the team and lose credibility. If the demonstration does not occur as expected, 

coaches can simply apologize as everyone makes mistakes, both players and coaches. 

The key is to be always honest towards the players.  

 

Finally, communication can also be physical as claimed by Hargreaves and Bate (2010). 

This channel of communication is more accurate for younger players as they start the 

learning process of soccer. In this case, coaches guide the players’ movement in order to 

show them the right move. It is particularly efficient when players learn new 

movements. However, at a higher level, coaches focus on the two first communication 

channels as they do not have to show the move to their star-players anymore. 

 

4.2.5 Perspective towards mistakes 

Regardless the area, whether football or organizations, mistakes are unavoidable, this is 

a fact. Hitzelberger and Cohn (2014) argue that mistakes on the field, such as missed 

passes or loss of the ball is incontestably frustrating for both players who committed 

them or the coach who witnesses them powerless from the sideline. Furthermore, they 

claim that mistakes bring up emotions such as disappointment, anger or frustration. One 

might think that the step after a mistake would be for the coach to tell the players how 

to prevent it from happening again. However, it is important first to let go of the 

emotions before having the talk. Emotions are powerful and can have a significant 

impact on words which come out from coach’s instructions. Therefore, in order to 

prevent any communicational issues between coach and faulty players, they must first 

have a calm mindset. Players are definitely aware of their faults. Pointing them out has 

as consequence to weaken players’ confidence. To prevent this phenomenon, coaches 

have to show by positive reinforcements that despites mistakes on the field, they still 

have trust and confidence on their players in order to keep them motivated.  

 

Hitzelberger and Cohn (2014) insist that mistakes are part of the past. Instead of 

dwelling them and referring to past plays, coaches should focus on what is happening 

now and next.  Moreover, football players, as well as anyone else, must be bold and 

take risks in order to improve themselves and their play. Risks and progress belong 

together. Beside this duo, it is important to keep in mind that risk taking often starts by 

mistakes and failures before ending up with progress and improvement. Finally, it is 
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players’ duty to be mentally strong to face their own mistakes and not be devastated by 

them. They must be and stay confident all game long, no matter what happens. The 

ability of self-confidence is built on one side by the player himself and on the other side 

by the coach and the team spirit, the culture, which he spread among the team.  
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4.3 Summary of the orchestra and the football 
  

Orchestra Football team 

Goals, perspective and performances 

 Performance cannot be generally 

measured- since it is unique and 

ambiguous 

 Not one single truth - individual and 

different perception of success. 

 What really matter is to see how many 

shining eyes are around! 

 Goals setting - map and scale of 

achievements 

 SMART model 

 Different goals: season results or team 

development.  

 Coaches’ effectiveness depends on his 

knowledge, the athletes and the 

context. 

Role of the leader 

 Conducting is a learning by doing 

process 

 Truly see and listen to the musicians 

 Create mutual trust – faith 

 Enable musicians to develop 

 Fulfil expectations 

 Seen as a model 

 Drives the team forward   

 Personal development of players 

Communication with followers 

 Relationship based on mutual trust 

 Two-way communication 

 No words- Importance of body 

language 

 Integrative creation process- give 

room for other interpretations 

 Durable relationship based on trust 

and mutual respect. 

 Positive relationship - resonance  

 Requires strong communication skills 

 Verbal and visual communication  

 Two-way communication 

Perception of mistakes 

 No fear of failure and mistakes  

 Acceptance of mistakes – “no one is 

perfect”. 

  Have faith in the common good and 

everyone’s technical skill 

 Mistakes belongs to the past 

 Mistakes comes from risk-taking 

 Progress arise from mistakes 
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5 Discussion  
 

In the first part of our theoretical chapter, we identified several reasons for leadership 

failures and derailment. While conducting this research, it has become evident that both 

fields; orchestra and football, also contain these kind of leaders. There are always 

leaders who do not meet the requirements of leadership, who have flaws which they are 

not aware of hence not nurture. In this chapter, we will further discuss this issue and 

how to improve one’s leadership and avoid the trap of mistakes. 

 

 

“To be successful, you have to think of yourself as an orchestra 
conductor. A conductor may not be an expert at each instrument, but 
he knows how to make all of them work together harmoniously and 

make beautiful sound.” 

BILL RANCIC 

 

5.1 The organization and its perspectives about performances 
The two fields we have researched present similarities but they also differ in many 

ways. When it comes to performance, we think that it is meant to be used in order to 

compare and establish ranking for instance. Even though this is applicable to the 

football area by simply looking at the scoreboard, it becomes less obvious concerning 

the orchestra. In this case, the performance is subjective as it is a matter of auditory 

sense. Therefore, it is impossible to quantify this performance. Speaking of subjectivity, 

it can also be related to the football team as coaches do not always aim the measurable 

performance as previously explained but rather the performance within the team as well 

as individually. This double perspective is also the one from the conductor, who expects 

musicians to play their instrument well and wants the different parts of the orchestra to 

combine to each other in order to deliver an outstanding performance. As a matter of 

fact, subjective performance is part of the process of sensemaking and sense giving. 

Indeed, as stated in the literature review, Weick (2009) claims that there is not a single 

picture of the reality. Therefore, as we can consider one’s performance part of the 

reality, we can assume that this performance is perceived in different ways by different 

actors, depending on their frames of references which influence their perception of the 

reality. This idea of non-unique perception is present in both field investigated even 

though the football area also has its mathematical performance side within the 
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championship ranking for instance. Yet, in our opinions, this subjective perspective of 

the performance is neglected within organizations as they are ruled by numbers. Indeed, 

what really matters for organizations from the corporate world is to increase their stock 

value and to generate big turnover to please the shareholders. We believe that the cash-

based performance causes a lot of stress and is the root of numerous issues within 

organizations. By having a different perspective towards performance, such is the case 

within orchestra or football team, where individuals are considered as creators, 

organizations would witness a decrease regarding issues such as absenteeism or stress-

related issues. Indeed, they would witness an increase of performance as employee 

would feel considered and a part of the creation process and not only as a tool to reach 

profit. However, this feeling may differ from one another depending on the level they 

perform within the organization. 

 

An important variable defining performance is the context in which it occurs. Indeed, 

depending on the level of the championship or the size of the audience the orchestra is 

playing for, coaches and conductors neither have the same expectations nor the same 

perception about players or musicians’ performance. This idea is not new. Hersey and 

Blanchard (1988) introduced the model of situational leadership claiming that there is 

not a best way to lead and influence followers, it is a matter of context. Before taking 

any decisions, leaders, whether conductors or coaches, analyze the level of motivation 

and willingness from their musicians or players and adapt their instructions in order to 

perform their leadership in the best way and maximize the outcome. In order to have an 

organization which runs smoothly and efficiently, this principle should be applied as 

often as possible. Indeed, a mismatch between followers’ readiness and leaders’ 

perspective can only lead to poor performance.  

  

Finally, while conducting the research, we came across the SMART model, which is a 

model used to define goals. Previously described and explained as a tool for football 

coaches, we believe that this model can also be used by all organizations in order to 

provide them guidance while conducting the goal setting process. Indeed, performances 

would increase if organizations set their goals by following each steps of the SMART 

model. Moreover, we think that if the goals were accurately set according to the 

organization's resources, there would be fewer failures regarding the attempt of 
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fulfilling these goals and therefore fewer leaders from the middle or top management 

facing issues or derailment. 

 

5.2 The Role of the Leader 
While conducting researches and gathering data about the orchestra and the football 

area, we have found out that in each case, the leader, whether the conductor or the 

coach, have the same role. In both field, we noticed the importance of creating trust and 

have faith in the followers in order to create a positive symbiosis between the parties 

and therefore leaders can expect better outcomes from their followers.  Moreover, 

leading musicians or players goes beyond simply providing them with instructions or 

telling them what to do. Indeed, leaders are responsible for the personal development of 

their followers by giving them the personal advices and space for progress. This can be 

explained for instance by the long period of time that coaches share with their players. 

In a sense, a football team or the orchestra, can be seen a big family. The relationships 

between the parties are less formal than what it might be within corporations. By having 

such a relationship, it is easier for the leaders to create a trustworthy relationship with 

their followers. 

 

The role of the leader is also to provide to the followers a positive vision of the expected 

outcome. Zander (2008) argues that there are two different perspectives when it comes 

to leadership: the negative downward spiral or the positive upward spiral. In this case, 

the spiral refers to the leader’s mindset. No need to say that for conductors and coaches, 

the positive upward spiral is the best option. Furthermore, Zander (2008) argues that the 

conductor’s job is to reveal the possibility of each musician. This characteristic is also 

valid for a coach as he wants the best for his players and wants them to reach their full 

potential. With the positive upward spiral, leaders believe in their followers and their 

potential, which then provide them motivation as they would feel consider. 

 

However, we think that what is true for conductors and coaches is not often applied 

within organizations of the corporate world and big companies. Leaders do not pay 

much attention to their followers and therefore do not have the same role than coaches 

as leader. Indeed, we believe that the relationship between the manager and the 

employees is more distant than what it is within the orchestra or the football team.  It is 

leaders’ duty to focus on their job, on the relationship with their followers and fulfilling 

the expectations. As stated in the first part of the thesis, Sanborn (n.d) claims that a shift 
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in leaders’ focus regarding their job is an early sign for derailment. In order to prevent 

such a situation to happen, leaders have to keep in mind what their job really is and 

provide guidance and assistance to their followers, musicians or players. They can only 

benefit from this advice as they would strengthen their leader role by meeting followers’ 

expectations. 

 

Finally, as leaders, regardless the field in which they perform, we believe that they want 

to achieve great accomplishments and doing so by nurturing their relationship with their 

followers. We argue what Zander (2008) said about conductors is true as well for any 

kind of leader, especially in big organization as they have a big impact. One can witness 

the quality of one’s job by looking into the eyes of the followers. If they are shining, it 

means the job of the leader is good and fulfilled. Managers should take this metaphoric 

tool and implement it as a routine, to truly see their employees. This last piece of advice 

is of a great importance and should be applied by many. Adopting this mindset would 

prevent many of the previous leadership’s failure we have witnessed in the last decade. 

Most of the reasons for derailment can be spotted and changed before it actually 

happens as derailment has a lot of warnings signals. When these warnings signals are 

ignored, the leader is more likely to face derailment. However, we argue that the rule of 

the shining eyes can help many managers. It is not only a matter of seeing in their eyes 

but to also listen and feel how they are doing. If the eyes are not shining, the leaders are 

doing something wrong, and then it is only a matter of identifying why. Conducting a 

360-degree evaluation can be very useful in order to spot the flaws and the reasons why 

these eyes are not shining.  The clue is there, it is a matter for the leader to identify it 

and do something, and the worst which could happen is if the leader decided to ignore 

it, then we would consider that he failed at doing his job.  

 

5.3 Communicating with followers  
At this stage, there is no doubt anymore about the fact that communication and 

followers are necessary for the leader in order to perform his/her leadership. Even 

though it is clear to us, it appears that it is not the case for all leaders as they have 

different perceptions regarding their relationship and the communication towards their 

followers which may or may not affect the outcomes of the relationship and thus the 

leaders’ positions.  
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It comes out from our researches that the orchestra and the football area share a 

common vision regarding relationship with the followers: musicians or players. In both 

cases, the cement of the relation is a mutual trust among the parties. The trust between 

the two parties is built by showing respect for the efforts made and by pointing out areas 

which need improvement.  Moreover, another similarity is that for both field we 

analyzed, the communication process is going back and forth between the leader and the 

followers. It is a two-way communication. This process of communication allows both 

parties to understand each other better regarding the requests and the expectations. A 

better understanding inevitably leads to a better working atmosphere and therefore 

better performances. This part of the leader’s role is not a surprise for us and even 

confirm what was said by Robbins, DeCenzo and Coulter (2011) when they claim that 

communication is the keystone of any leader’s daily job.  Moreover, both the orchestra 

and the football team are taking into consideration Robbins, DeCenzo and Coulter’s 

(2011) perspectives regarding the effectiveness of communication as they use feedback 

to make sure the instructions transmitted were fully understood. However, concerning 

the type of communication, football teams and the orchestras differ, in the case of the 

orchestra, the communication is unspoken, while for the football, coaches transmit their 

messages out loud. Nevertheless, both areas use non-verbal communication such as 

body language for conductors and demonstration for coaches. This part of the 

communication is also important within organization as managers, by communicating 

daily with their followers, also use an unspoken communication through their body 

language without even being aware of it. Therefore, there is a need to raise awareness 

regarding this channel of communication in order to prevent managers from sending 

involuntary wrong signals.   

  

Once again the process of sensemaking and sense giving has its importance as 

communication aims to convey a message from a sender to a receiver. In other words, 

the sender aims to make sense out of his ideas and deliver it to the receiver. The 

interpretation from the receiver depends on his frame of references and his ability to 

gather cues and make sense out of it. Regarding the orchestra and the football team, 

musicians and players have to possess the right knowledge or frame of references in 

order to pick up the cues delivered by their leader. In order to assure an effective 

process, coaches and conductors could use Robbins, DeCenzo and Coulter’s (2011) 
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advice regarding how to deliver effectively a message by simplifying the languages or 

cues used.    

 

Regarding the followers, in this case, we are referring to the musicians and the players, 

they are without a doubt necessary and must feel considered in order to assure a fruitful 

collaboration. As Bennis (2007) claims, no leaders can survive without them. Indeed, as 

previously states, the relationship is based on trust and the aim of coaches is to create 

positive and strong bond with the followers in order to create resonance among the 

team. It means a good atmosphere in which followers are willing and ready to give their 

best to achieve higher goals and deliver stronger performance. 

 

When it comes to organizations, we believe that managers and leaders have a lot to 

learn from the communicational and relational perspectives from the orchestra and the 

football area. As Talgam (2009) mentions it, no musicians enjoy being led by an 

authoritarian conductor. When it happens, such was the case with Mutti, the musicians 

express their opposition and it results in a conductor replacement. The “dictator” 

conductor fails at leading his followers and therefore is excluded. It is not unusual to 

witness the same kind of events occurring within organizations from the corporate 

world. Leaders should improve their communication skills and be more aware of the 

two-way communication as well as the power of feedbacks. Moreover, they have to 

learn to balance the art of giving more freedom to the followers and let them have their 

own interpretations regarding a situation, without being forced or influenced by their 

conductors or coaches. Leaders can only benefit from it as they would improve their 

relationship with their followers and therefore these last ones would achieve a better and 

provide higher performance. Moreover, leaders should be aware of Lindvall’s (2012) 

outputs when he says that followers are no longer powerless. Indeed, they matter and 

have a huge impact in the leader-followers relationship, no matter the area: the 

orchestra, a football team or any organizations out there. The importance of 

communication and positive relationship between leaders and their followers is all the 

more important as their lack is listed as a major reason leading to leaders’ derailment 

(Van Velsor & Leslie, 1995). 
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5.4 Perception of Mistakes 
As we have mentioned several times so far in this thesis, the topic of failure and 

mistakes is indeed a sensitive issue. This has also been proved right in the fields of the 

orchestra as well as football. We can see that there is a matter of balancing the way a 

leader approaches his/her followers’ mistakes. It has to be made in the correct and 

sensitive way depending on the situation. In orchestra, everyone is aware of mistakes 

which happen. However, it is not well perceived to point them out as the person is most 

likely already aware of it. Instead, it is a matter of helping them to understand the 

mistakes in order to set them back on the right track. Most likely the musician will 

perform better the next time. Regarding the football team, mistakes bring up emotions, 

therefore it is the coach’s duty to adopt the right approach to point the mistake out in 

order not to hurt the player’s self-confidence. As previously stated, mistakes belong to 

the past, there is nothing one can do to fix it. The only suitable approach is to take it as 

an experience, learn from it in order to avoid repeating them in the future, and move 

forward. Govindarajan (2016) illustrates this last idea with his “Three Box model”. He 

claims that these boxes represent the past, the present and the future. As human beings 

and especially leaders, there is a need to balance these boxes, meaning the past and the 

present in order to create a brighter and better future. Without this balance, nothing 

good can come out from the past nor arise in the future. Moreover, mistakes also have 

an impact on one’s motivation. However, the right attitude to adopt is to see the mistake 

as part of the “positive upward spiral”. Indeed, by having a positive mindset, something 

good is more likely to happen and it is more productive that letting the mistake defeat 

us. 

 

We have chosen the orchestra and the football teams to shed light on mistakes and 

transpose our findings to the organizations present out there. In both cases, mistakes 

happen, as anywhere else. We first thought that mistakes in the football industry and 

orchestra were not as serious as the ones within business and therefore less poisonous 

however we have broadened our mind. We have come to understand that mistakes or 

losses can also have significant financial and notoriety outcomes such as the loss of 

income if a team is relegated to a lower division for instance. Teams can also loose 

sponsors if the terms of the contracts are not respected and to a wider extent, game loss 

can have national consequences, on a social and political level, as it happened when 

Brazil was humiliated by Germany during the 2014 World Cup. The same applies to the 
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corporate world where leaders’ mistakes can have devastating outcomes which are often 

combined with huge financial effects. Misbehavior from leaders can also impact the 

followers’ motivation and the image of the company. Therefore, every mistake has 

social, financial and organizational consequences.  

 

Moreover, the areas we analyzed have as benefit their publicity. Indeed, when a 

musician plays wrong or a player plays badly or commit mistakes, many spectators in 

the audience witness the mistakes. There is no chance to hide it. This is also the reason 

why we have chosen those fields. Nevertheless, corporations do not follow this rule of 

being open to an audience. Therefore, when mistakes or failures happen, it is more 

likely to be hidden from the public in order to avoid scandals, economic repercussions 

and public humiliations.  

 

The main outcome from the orchestra and the football team is the perspective that 

leaders adopt towards mistakes and failures which happen in front of them. They accept 

them and learn from them in order to improve the individual as well as the collective 

work. Mistakes build the path leading to progress and success. However, by reading a 

lot about the phenomena of leadership’s failure, we realize that this vision was neither 

enough established nor applied within organizations. By adopting the orchestra or the 

football’s perspective, organization would allow their employees to take more risk as 

they would not be afraid of committing mistakes. The increase of the risk taking from 

the followers, employees, would have a positive impact on the general performance of 

the organization as one must dare and be bold in order to perform well and deliver 

results higher than the average. 
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6 Conclusion 
 

In this final section, we are going to provide an answer to our research questions and 

end up with our personal though regarding the issue and the working process. Finally, 

we would like to end up our thesis by stating limitations that we find important and also 

open up the discussion for further research. 

 

 
“Failure is not falling down; it is not getting up again” 

MARY PICKFORD 

 
 

6.1 General conclusion 
By writing this thesis, we wished to shed light on the mistakes committed by the leaders 

as well as the one from the followers. To a wider extent, we believe that our research 

does not only concern leaders and managers within the corporate world but it can be 

applied to all of us as we all, sooner or later, commit mistakes, therefore we can also 

learn from the lessons emerging from the two fields investigated. We focused on the 

orchestra and the football industry as we perceived these two areas are more publicly 

open and therefore the mistakes made by the leaders, as well as the one from the 

followers are more visible and it does not occur behind closed doors. The aim of 

conducting research about these two areas was to find out how conductors and football 

coaches handle mistakes when they occur. Moreover, we decided to focus on the 

lessons which can be learned from these two areas and how they can be applied within 

organizational business in order to improve one’s leadership skills and consequently 

prevent derailment. Finally, we wished to improve the acceptance of mistakes within 

organizations and to raise awareness about their beneficial aspect.  

 

We have analyzed four different components from each field in order to shed light on 

learnings which can be used by any leader regardless the field in which he or she 

operates. These four categories were; the perspective of performance, the role of the 

leader, the communication and relation with the followers and finally the perspective 

towards mistakes. From each one of these categories, we have identified cues which if 

properly used can definitely improve one’s leadership.  
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Regarding the performance perspective, it came out from our research that a subjective 

approach instead of the standard financial and number perspective could be beneficial to 

the group as considering personal achievements would make the employees and 

followers feel appreciated for what they are doing, therefore they would provide a better 

work. The second category focused on the role of the leader. Leaders should and must 

be more than simply instructions-giver. Indeed, they are also responsible for the 

development of their followers and setting up the right working atmosphere. As Zander 

named it, the most appropriate one is the “positive upward spiral”. Leaders should 

implement this positive spiral vision within their organization to improve the working 

atmosphere. The concept of the “shining eyes” from the conductor is an effective way to 

detect whether or not a leader is doing a great job. This can be used as a metaphor for all 

leaders to make sure they are doing a good job, or being a nice fellow citizen. On the 

topic of communication, it is important in order to have an effective communication 

between leader and followers to consider it as a two-way process. Indeed, followers 

obviously listen to their direct leader but it works the other way around as well. By 

using feedbacks, one can make sure his/her message was well received and understood. 

It came out from our data as well that leaders need strong communicational skills, both 

verbal but also nonverbal such as body language. Regarding the relationship, it is based 

on mutual trust and respect among the two parties. We noticed that an authoritarian 

behavior is not effective. Last but not the least, the perspective of mistakes is the area in 

which leaders have the more to learn from the conductor and the football coach. Indeed, 

in both areas, we found out that mistakes are not perceived as a source of blame but 

rather as a source of learning since one is learning by doing and committing mistakes. 

Moreover, when it happened, there is nothing one can do to change it beside accepting it 

and moving forward and take it into consideration. 

 

While taking into consideration the insights from the orchestra and the football team 

and by implementing these few technics, leader can significantly improve themselves 

within their organization, as well as their leadership skills and the quality of their 

relation with their followers. It would have a noticeable and positive impact on the 

performances of the organization and also reduce the chances of derailment as leaders 

would increase their ability to lead by enforcing these lessons and insights. Moreover, 

leaders should adopt a more flexible and tolerant view when it comes to mistakes. 



Maxime Feuillat, Ellen Swanson 

Master Thesis in Leadership and Management (4FE75E) 

70 

Indeed, as we previously mentioned, mistakes belong to the past but they are building 

one’s experience as followers, leaders and ourselves learn by doing. 

  

Therefore, we believe that being open minded is a requirement when it comes to 

mistakes, as long as one is able to balance his/her past experiences in order to build a 

brighter future. Finally, we think that the power of feedback is underestimated by 

leaders, they should use feedback in order to point out the flaws or mistakes of the 

followers, as well as allowing their followers to provide feedback about the leadership 

itself: once again a two-way communication. 

 

6.2 To a broader extent, failure affects everyone 
In today’s society we might gain much more by accepting and talking about our 

failures. While writing this paper and explaining as well as discussing the issue of 

mistakes and failure with our tutors and our relatives, we have understood that it can 

indeed have an impact on us all. It starts by the way one sees his/her mistakes. By 

sharing your mistakes, fears and emotions, you will see that there are mistakes and other 

emotions hidden under the tough surface of you fellow citizen’s powerful faces as well.  

 

By sharing one’s failure, one might not only personally win by for example hearing one 

is not the only one failing, but one might also receive ideas, solutions or tips of how to 

handle and learn from the failure. One might also help other with their self-esteem and 

internal struggle and fear of failure. Life is like learning how to bike, not many of us 

succeeded the first time we tried. It is about facing these failures, and get back up on the 

bike and try again, after a few times of failing and some resilience, you succeed! You 

become a champion and it was worth all the falls and a few bruises. 

 

6.3 Personal reflections 
When we started this process, we hoped to learn lessons from others failures and 

transform them into lessons for managers. However, it has also become a learning 

process for us as individuals as well as together as a group. With two different 

backgrounds and perspective, it was not always easy to understand each other and be 

clear. There were many times we were both confused and did not know where we were 

heading. However, we decided already in the beginning to stay positive, even though 

we sometimes felt hopeless, clueless and on the verge of giving up, we cheered each 

other up and we made it clear it was ok to feel these emotions as long as we do not give 
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up. Therefore, even though we encountered mistakes, misunderstandings and other 

failures on the way we tried to learn from them. One example might be that since we 

had very different views and perspectives on different issues and since our two fields 

were very different and possible to interpret differently. We learned that 

communication, discussing and explaining our point of view and vision is of great 

importance, explaining and discussing to make sense of each other’s ideas and believes. 

It is so easy to have a vision how it will be and one might think the other person thinks 

the same, since we should both know where we are heading. However, we have 

different perspective and interpretation about this as well. We found that by trying to 

explain one’s thoughts and arguments from start to finish it makes it more clearly to the 

other person, helping them to make sense of one’s vision. 

 

In a sense, it was a lessons of how to lead, we learned that communication is important, 

and to be clear. Yet we noticed that indeed it might not always work to explain your 

vision of how you believe it should be done, with clear instructions. We also learned 

that as well as leaders have to balance the art of giving clear instructions and leave 

space to enable the followers to develop and give their perspectives of a task, the same 

applied to us in this process. We tried to give each other room for our own 

interpretations and visions. As the good conductors, it is a matter of combining 

everyone’s perspective to a creative and harmonious performance. Further insights from 

this thesis could also be applied for our group work. Perhaps the most important lessons 

from Zander’s TedTalk (2008) are adopting the positive upward spiral and looking if 

the followers’ eyes are shining. This can indeed be used also while working in a group 

of two. During this stressful time of writing the thesis, it is easy to fall into the negative 

spiral. Luckily we found Zander (2008) during this time who encouraged us with his 

positive view, the reality is simply what we make out of it. The world is full of 

possibilities if we choose to see them. Life is a symphony and we are the authors with 

the power to write it as we pleases.  

  

This is not only important within a group of two but also within big companies where it 

becomes even more important as there are so many people, all going in different 

direction due to different ideas, goals etc. We would argue that while mistakes are made 

or conflicts arise it is of even more importance to have a good communication. As well 

as truly listen to all interpretations and perspectives in order to see and understand their 
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point of view depending on their point of references. This will enable you to get new 

perspectives in life, as a metaphor it can open your mind to things you have not noticed 

yet. Before ending this paper, we would like to remind you to look into the eyes of your 

fellow human beings and make them shine! 

 

 

6.4 Limitations 
We would like to emphasize that due to the qualitative aspect of our study, the findings 

and result cannot be generalized. The data collection, the discussion and the 

interpretation are based on our own perspectives and frame of references. Furthermore, 

we would like to stress the fact that these findings and discussions should not be seen as 

the final and ultimate truth but rather as our own interpretations. It is one plausible truth 

among the plethora present in our society. 

 

It is important to notice that there is a significant difference between the organizations 

and the fields we investigated, the orchestra and the football industry. Both areas 

practice a lot by conducting rehearsals and daily training sessions while none of this is 

applicable to organizations. Indeed, CEO and leaders of any kind, they do not have the 

possibility of practicing and having a “second chance”. This aspect may explain the 

behavioral differences between organizational leaders and coaches or conductors. 

 

Finally, it should again be mentioned that the assumptions of the corporate “reality” in 

this thesis are based on our own student generalized interpretations and perception of 

reality. It is a matter of frame of references which influence our process of sense making 

regarding all along our writing process.  

 

6.5 Further research 
Everything comes to an end and now it is almost time to think about what could be done 

next. In our opinions, the gender equality within organization is a hot topic nowadays. 

Indeed, women tend to occupy more significant positions than it used to be. All along 

this thesis, we have discussed a lot the role of leaders within the orchestra and the 

football industry. However, we based our writing on the fact that conductors and 

football coaches are men, which is often the truth. Therefore, come the following 

questions: what if women were in charge of leading an orchestra or a football team? 

Would our conclusions still be applicable? It is not a secret; men and women do not 
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share the same values and hence have different leading style. Orchestra for instance is 

based on subjective performance and emotions, which is usually seen as a feminism 

value. What would be the outcomes of switching leadership’s gender? 

 

Moreover, it would be interesting to see to what extent our conclusions are applicable in 

organizations which are, as previously described, profit oriented. How would the 

leaders accept the change and how would it be perceived by their followers? Would our 

recommendations have a real impact on leaders’ career and how long would they follow 

our recommendations? There are plenty of questions which are meant to be answered in 

further researches.  
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