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Abstract 

Zaleznik challenged the traditional (to that point) view on management by noting that 
leadership and management are “two different animals” [1]. He argued that the macro view of 
management obscured key competencies that he argued were more from a leadership 
perspective; the role of visioning, inspiration and attitudes toward ambiguity. Zaleznik used four 
elements to contrast the differences between leadership and management: attitudes toward goals, 
conceptions of work, relations with others and sense of self. 

Yet it seems, despite a general acceptance that they are different, they are still often used 
synonymously in publications (both academic and practitioner) and in actual practice. This 
suggests, that despite Zaleznik’s groundbreaking work, there is still a fundamental 
misunderstanding of Zalenik’s “two different animals.” Other scholars have also have argued 
that although management and leadership overlap, the two activities are not synonymous 
(Bass) [2]. The degree of overlap has been a point of disagreement (Yukl)[3] as the debate on 
needed competencies for the 21st century rages on. 

This article posits that leadership and management are two different orientations but also 
indelibly intertwined as well. This is even more so in this chaotic, fast paced environment. It is 
suggested that individuals may have a predominant orientation but may also share competencies 
across both orientations. This article offers a four lens perspective to contrast the two: using the 
lenses of time, risk, relations and shape. 

Introduction 

Zaleznik challenged the traditional (to that point) view on management by noting that 
leadership and management are “two different animals” [1]. He argued that the macro view of 
management obscured key competencies that he argued were more from a leadership 
perspective; the role of visioning, inspiration and attitudes toward ambiguity. Zaleznik used four 
elements to contrast the differences between leadership and management: attitudes toward goals, 
conceptions of work, relations with others and sense of self. 

In the almost 40 years since his HBR article, the environment has changed dramatically. 
Technology advances have reduced time and space by increasing access and reach. The 
environment is more chaotic with pacing and impatience at unprecedented levels. There is a war 
for talent and the notion of the 30 year, one company career has been replaced with a more 
nomadic paradigm. The rise of social media is reshaping the competitive landscape, blurring the 
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personal/ professional traditional boundaries and even changing the customer dynamic. These 
have also led to new views on leadership and management as the debate on needed competencies 
for the 21st century rage on. 

A cursory search on Google will offer over one hundred published definitions of 
leadership and even more on management. Using a common source for contrast, (Dictionary of 
Business and Management, Oxford University Press), offers these definitions: 

Leadership: “The action of leading a group of people or an organization, or the ability to 
do this: different styles of leadership.” 
 
Management: “The process of dealing with or controlling things or people. The 
responsibility for and control of a company or organization.” [4]. 
 
These definitions seem to support Zalenik’s contentions. Yet it seems, despite a general 

acceptance that they are different, they are still often used synonymously in publications (both 
academic and practitioner) and in actual practice. This suggests, that despite Zaleznik’s 
groundbreaking work, there is still a fundamental misunderstanding of Zalenik’s “two different 
animals.” Other scholars have also have argued that although management and leadership 
overlap, the two activities are not synonymous (Bass) [2]. The degree of overlap has been a 
point of disagreement (Yukl)[3].  

This article posits that leadership and management are two different orientations but also 
indelibly intertwined as well. This is even more so in this chaotic, fast paced environment. It is 
suggested that individuals may have a predominant orientation but may also share competencies 
across both orientations. This article offers a four lens perspective to contrast the two: using the 
lenses of time, risk, relations and shape. 

Predominant Orientations 

 There has been much published about the orientations towards tasks or relationships in 
the research literature. Fielder’s Contingency Model [5] speaks to three situational components 
that can determine a task orientation or a relationship orientation (leader-member relations, task 
structure and leader position power.  There is also the Blake Mouton Managerial Grid III, which 
helps plot task-centeredness and relationship-centeredness in the five leadership styles 
combinations [6]. These were also noted in the Ohio State studies on consideration 
(relationships) and initiating structure (tasks) [7]. As well as the Michigan studies on employee 
centered or job centered [8]. 

It is the contention of this article that individuals also have an orientation towards 
leadership or management in the same context as the relationship/task orientations. Individuals 
may have a natural orientation to either tasks or relationships. Arguably they need both to be 
effective as leaders or managers. The same may be said for leadership and management in the 
macro sense. An individual may have a natural affinity to either leadership or management. To 
the extent they are either distinct leadership or management competencies or shared 
competencies, despite a natural orientation, the individual will need some of both to be effective.  

 



The Four Lenses 

Leadership and management entail a range of activities, competencies or functions. In 
this article we will contrast them briefly using four lenses:  time, risk, relations and shape. 

The Lens of Time 

“A leader is one who sees more than others see,  
who sees farther than others see and who sees before others do.” (Eims) [9] 

 We are in a fast paced, chaotic environment infused with systemic impatience across 
most stakeholder groups. There is significant short-term focus, largely driven by this impatience, 
24x7 technology driven access and by the quarterly rhythm of Wall Street. The traditional 
strategic horizon of 10-20 years has been reduced to 5 years, and in many cases even less. GE, 
for example, uses a 3 year cycle with annual updates. Time horizon is an area of distinction 
between leaders and managers. Leaders must seamlessly move between the strategic and tactical 
while managers can mostly focus on the short-term. Leaders have to live in the future to a large 
degree while managers can focus on the here and now and somewhat imitate the past.  

 Visioning is uniquely a domain of leaders. Leaders have to have the ability to ‘see’ before 
others and the willingness to go first. By definition, visioning is a future view demanding that 
leaders contemplate a future state. Leaders today have to be able to create a compelling vision, 
be able to communicate it effectively to create broad and deep buy-in from both internal and 
external stakeholders, and then, with managers, lead the execution to the expected outcomes. 
Managers, on the other hand, are more adept at executing the vision in a very systemic way and 
directing employees on how to do so. They can see all of the intricate moving parts and 
understand how to make them harmonize in weekly, monthly or quarterly steps. 

Essentially, leaders set direction while managers execute direction. Managers will explain 
“what we have to do.”  Leaders explain “where we are going” and why and paint a picture of the 
future. Leaders are purveyors of possibilities while managers tend to calculate the probabilities. 
Leaders use their peripheral vision; paying attention to what’s happening at the edges. Always 
scanning up, down, sideways, even behind - connecting seemingly disconnected dots. 

The CEO of GE, Jeff Immelt, made this point, “These are people who have the ability to 
“see around corners.” Those who can keep maximum perspective even while engaged in day to 
day pursuits [10]. 

The Lens of Risk 

“It must be considered that there is nothing more difficult to carry out, nor more 
doubtful of success, nor more dangerous to handle than to initiate a new order of 

things” (Machiavelli) [11] 

A futureview comes with risks. The risks of going first, or seeing before others. If a 
leader is an effective visionary, they also have to be a risk taker to some extent. They have to be 
willing to confront the unknown and venture into areas without a map at times. They have to 
have the courage of convictions to take reasoned, thoughtful or even bold risks. Managers have 
to be more risk controllers than takers. Managers have to manage the practical, while leaders 



may seek the unknown and explore what is seemingly impractical.  Leaders will accept failure as 
a necessary element of ‘outsight’ while managers tend to see failure as a singular event to be 
avoided or controlled.  

There has been a mantra recently that speaks to leaders and risk, usually characterized in 
some form like this: "Learn to take risks." "Fail early, and often." "If you don't risk big, you can't 
win big" [12]. Leaders know that risk should be vision-driven and not reckless. Risks must fit in 
the long-term strategic frame of the organization. Leaders also have to have the patience to see it 
through as long as conditions remain as expected. They can not create inertia or passive 
resistance through impatience and the launching of serial initiatives.  
 

Leaders should confront complacency and comfort zones. They need to lead the infusion 
of innovation. This also speaks to attitudes about change. Leaders have to adept agents of change 
and willing to face the associated risks. Managers are more controllers of change and will seek to 
mitigate, eliminate or manage any associated risks. Managers need to operate from necessity at 
times, using existing resources and processes and risk has to be challenged as a disruptive force. 
Managers often see change as an event or project to be managed, tracked and monitored wing to 
wing. Whereas leaders seek to embed change and adaptability into the natural day to day DNA 
of the organization. 

Goldberg (2012) noted that coherent thinking about risks often brings up opportunities 
for business advantage, because it entails critical thinking about the firm's business model and 
future - which is precisely the sort of thinking leaders should engage [13].  
 

The Lens of Relations 

“Leadership is about tapping the wellsprings of human motivation.” 
(Peters) [14] 

 In practice this is related to the earlier point about an orientation to tasks or to 
relationships. Clearly both leadership and management are expressed through others. The 
followership dynamic can be complex and situationally dependent. It is not unusual for 
individuals to have a different followership experience with the same ‘supervisor’ in the same 
work unit. This is a result of the supervisor’s orientation as well as an array of other factors such 
as time pressures, work environment, experience levels, tenure, etc.  
  
 It is the contention of this article that, in general, those with a leadership orientation also 
have a natural orientation to relationships. They focus on creating connections and inspiring by 
appealing to hearts and minds. They seek to inspire and create alignment around vision, mission 
and strategy.  Those with a more natural orientation to tasks are also attracted to management 
positions and the associated orientation. They are more directive and tend to energize by 
exercising the tools associated with title and position. This is more command oriented and has an 
element of control. They tend to appeal more to hands or wallets with a task orientation. 
 
 Where leaders may live a bit more in the future and inspire to possibilities, managers live 
more in present and direct resources to the practical. A relationship-driven leader empowers 
others and displays attributes essential to creating strong, productive teams. These leaders view 



decision-making through a relationship-focused lens instead of a position or title-based 
perspective. Managers typically take an analytical approach to problem-solving to find a rational, 
executable solution. This manager often excels at making logical decisions and then works to 
implement and analyze the results [15]. Leaders know organizations can only achieve high 
performance through employee engagement and empowerment. By adopting a relationship-
driven approach, leaders can earn the trust and confidence of an increasingly diverse workforce 
and improve long-term retention [15]. 
 

Leslie notes, "Building relationships is one of the strongest skills sets related to 
leadership effectiveness." A recent survey of over 400,000 respondents by the Center for 
Creative Leadership (CCL) found that “Two thirds of respondents said that "building and 
maintaining relationships is a critical competency" [16]. The CCL study further noted: 
 

Coupled with relationship building is collaboration. In another CCL study, nearly every 
one of 250 executives surveyed said that "collaboration is critical to success." Given the 
complexity of today's business challenges, compounded by 24/7 schedules and global 
competitiveness, working with another person to create, develop and sustain projects, 
processes, or products requires true melding of talents and skills [16].  

 
Relationships and collaboration are essential but neither negates the need for strong 

management. Organizations cannot rule by consensus or succeed without competent and 
effective execution. Those with a management orientation have to create relationships as well but 
as noted above the tools and currencies used will be different than those with a leadership 
orientation. 
 
The Lens of Shape 

 
“To imagine possibilities outside of conventional categories, to envision actions that cross 

traditional boundaries, to anticipate repercussions and take advantage of inter-dependencies, 
to make new connections or invent new combination.” (Kantor) [17] 

 
 This is an area that has largely been unexplored in the literature. By ‘shape,’ this article is 
referring to the known or unknown, the tangible or intangible. In this fast, paced environment 
despite the unprecedented access driven by technology, leaders and managers have to make 
decisions or take actions with less than ideal information. We are seeing a dramatic increase in 
the use of business analytics, performance dashboards and other information tools to offset this 
but often there is either too much information or it is not in a useful, palatable form. Leaders tend 
to thrive in this environment, they can operate in the gray and will trust their instincts, experience 
or ‘good enough’ information to take action. They can tolerate and navigate the ambiguous or 
abstract and connect the dots needed for decisions. They are not unnerved by paradox and use 
what has been called “kaleidoscope” thinking, seeing patterns in all the colors and shapes [17]. 
They can navigate the noise and find un-seemingly connected dots. This goes back to what we 
noted as “peripheral” vision. 
  
 Managers tend to operate more in a black/white orientation, focusing on tangible, 
specific, concrete and measureable data. They tend to operate more one-dimensionally and 
linearly, while leaders need to be more three-dimensional. Managers seek to eliminate ‘color’ 



and seek order and consistency. As noted, leaders can embrace paradox while managers 
appreciate and strive or orderliness.  
 
 This paradox between leaders and managers was captured well by von Stamm: 
 

On one hand there is the hard-nosed business world where decisions are based on 
facts and figures. On the other, there is complexity, change and innovation where 
predictability is hard to come by. Decisions need to be made in the face of 
incomplete analysis, unpredictable outcomes and changing circumstances. 
Gaining buy-in cannot be achieved using facts and figures that are truly reliable. 
People must be brought on board through other means such as vision, inspiration, 
engagement. The foundations for analysis and factual arguments differ from 
emotional and visionary engagement; people who excel at one are not necessarily 
particularly good at the other and yet both are needed [18].  
 

 Tinney further notes:  
 

Management is what we do when we have complex and multifaceted tasks but 
largely we know what to do and the outcomes are fairly certain. When faced with 
complexity that includes ambiguous direction, uncertain outcomes and multiple 
variables, then the tasks may shift to the leadership paradigm where clearly 
collaboration, critical thinking, problem solving, and effective communication are 
the only paths through the murky forest of possibilities [19]. 

 
Two Sides of the Same Coin / Different But Necessary 

“Often in making the distinction, management is characterized as less important, or somehow 
inferior to leadership. For some strange reason leaders are seen as the good guys, managers 

the bad guys.” (Mitch McCrimmon) [20] 

“Leadership and management are two distinctive and complementary systems of action. Each 
has its own function and characteristic activities. Both are necessary for success in today’s 

business environment.” (Kotter) [21] 
 It has been posited in this article that leadership and management are different 
orientations, but have significant overlap as noted in other research. Because of the overlaps, it 
could be argued they are two sides of the same coin. In this recent survey, Zenker/Folkman asked 
what leadership skills are needed most for all management positions in a firm. The results 
demonstrate the overlaps to a large degree. Can any be really separated out as uniquely 
leadership or management competencies? A few may, such as ‘strategic perspective’ (leadership) 
or ‘solves problems and analyzes issues’ (management). That may be debatable and a question of 
degree or underlying approach/orientation.  
 



       
[22] 

 
            Often the same people play wear different hats - both leader and manager - at different 
points in time. Although not essential, it certainly helps a manager if he/she has some good 
leader competencies. Conversely, leaders do well if they have some degree of management skills 
because it helps them envision the implementation of their vision or strategy. There seems to be 
little question that both orientations are needed in the organization, too much or too little of 
either can have unintended consequences and dilute overall organizational effectiveness. 
 

There is also the question on how we develop leaders. Often this a consequence of 
moving up the management structure. Watkins refers to this process of transitioning from 
manager to leader as the ‘seven seismic shifts:’ specialist to generalist, analyst to integrator, 
tactician to strategist, bricklayer to architect, problem solver to agenda setter, warrior to diplomat 
and supporting cast member to lead role [23]. These distinctions further note the different 
orientation of leaders and managers while also demonstrating they are connected, related but 
evolving competencies. 

 
Summary 

“Management is efficiency in climbing the ladder of success; leadership determines whether 
the ladder is leaning against the right wall.” (Covey) [24] 

 This article has attempted to further explore the differences between a leadership 
orientation and a management orientation using four specific lenses: time, risk, relations and 
shape. It is the contention of the article, consistent with other literature, that they are distinct 
orientations but there is considerable overlap and the distinctions may be even more blurred in 
practice in this chaotic macro-environment. The phrase ‘two sides of the same coin’ was 
deliberately used to emphasize the differences but also acknowledge the shared competencies. 



Both orientations are needed for organizational effectiveness, however the degree of each will be 
contextually and situationally bound. 

 There is an argument that both could benefit from absorbing some of the skills of the 
other.  Shapiro captured this well: 

Leaders need to be analytical, rigorous, and methodical. Managers need to be 
people oriented, innovative, and authentic. Superficial distinctions between 
management and leadership hold us back from appreciating the complexity of the 
work we do, and from selecting and developing leaders for the real world [25]. 
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