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Abstract
We introduce this thematic issue by exploring the role of leadership in social and political change. In current times, the
importance of leadership and choice has proved as important as ever. Leadership is often the critical variable separating
success or failure, legitimacy and sustainability or collapse. This thematic issue explores a range of in-depth case studies
across the Asia-Pacific region that help illustrate the critical elements of leadership. Collectively they demonstrate that
leadership is best understood as a collective process involving motivated agents overcoming barriers to cooperation to
form coalitions that have enough power, legitimacy and influence to transform institutions. Five themes emerge from the
thematic issue as a whole: leadership is political; the centrality of gender relations; the need for a more critical localism;
scalar politics; and the importance of understanding informal processes of leadership and social change.
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1. Introduction

We introduce this thematic issue by exploring the role of
leadership in social and political change. Change always
happens through the interaction between individuals
and the institutional context they inhabit (or agency and
structure). Leadership is at the heart of this process; and
to understand it we must take a dynamic view of how
incentives, values, interests and opportunities motivate
individual leaders and groups to push, or resist, change.

Leadership is a collective process where motivated
agents must overcome barriers to cooperation to form
coalitions that have enough power, legitimacy and influ-
ence to transform institutions in a positive (developmen-
tal) way. This thematic issue sheds light on how this pro-
cess can unfold, using a range of in-depth case studies
across the Asia-Pacific. Collectively, the seven articles
help address the question of where ‘political will’ comes
from, where political will is redefined as a process of con-
testation at the individual, collective and societal levels.
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2. Why Leadership, Why Now?

When we originally planned this thematic issue on the
topic of leadership, we could never have imagined that
it would be published in the midst of a global pandem-
ic; a time when leaders around the world are facing
the most extraordinary test. Addressing the devastating
effects of Covid-19 effectively has called on state and
non-state authorities to make and enforce extraordinary
rules, ensure citizen compliancewith them, and plan and
implement highly complex, unforeseen public health and
economic interventions.

We have witnessed much variation, both across and
within countries, in rising to this challenge. While aca-
demic analysis remains nascent, researchers are begin-
ning to examine the relationship between howwell coun-
tries have performed in response to Covid-19 and pre-
existing levels of institutional development, political sys-
tems, economic wealth, geography, demographics and
cultural factors. But it is apparent that these cannot pro-
vide a complete explanation. Some of the worst per-
forming countries in the world, with the highest rates of
infection per capita, also have some of the highest GDP
(the US, for example). And while political institutions
might matter, there are fewer clear patterns between,
for example, authoritarian or democratic regimes in their
handling of the crisis than we might expect.

Leadership matters, ultimately, because institutions
donot respond to pandemics; people do. That said, aswe
have seen in the response to the global pandemic, lead-
ers respond to crisis in ways that reflect the institutions
and incentives in which they are embedded, constrained
and enabled by. A myriad of everyday decisions are now
being taken, sometimes for the greater good and some-
times self-serving, by people with power. By people who
are either bestowedwith, or who are claiming, the space
to act.

The outcomes of these choices will not always be
foreseen or intended. The complexity and globality of
the pandemic and the dependencieswithin and between
human societies means they will be radically non-linear.
What is certain is that we will have to live with the insti-
tutional legacies of choices that are not obviously ratio-
nal or desirable. Understanding the dynamics of leader-
ship is arguably more important now than ever, if we
want to understand what enables or constrains complex
problem-solving in crisis, but more broadly, what can
enable or constrain social change.

3. From Leaders to Developmental Leadership

Our argument here, and elsewhere, is that we cannot
unpack the leadership complex by exclusively examining
leaders’ choices and actions. For more than ten years,
research from the Developmental Leadership Program
(DLP) has investigated the political dynamics of leader-
ship (Hudson, Mcloughlin, Roche, & Marquette, 2018).
The findings stress that leadership is not an individu-

al phenomenon that happens inside politicians’ heads.
Leaders cannot pursue real change without influenc-
ing people, or persuading them to change their ideas
or behaviours. Leadership is always, everywhere, an
interaction between leaders and followers (Hudson &
Mcloughlin, 2019). Political ‘will’ isn’t something that
can be conjured up, literally ‘at will’ by individuals and
then change happens. The necessary ingredients and
process that change happens through is one that is often
deeply political and uncomfortable and is fundamentally
about contestation. By contestation we mean that moti-
vations, interests, ideas, goals and plans need to be for-
mulated, challenged, and compromised—and it is only
through such a process that political will can be built.
As such political will is something that is built collectively
and involves coalitions and deals, it includes followers as
much as leaders, or constellations of leaders across the
political spectrum and across different spaces and scales.
These are issues that a number of the articles in this the-
matic issue elaborate upon.

Critically, it is also true that leaders are never entire-
ly free from rules that constrain or restrain them. In
the real world, change hinges on the complex rela-
tionships between individuals and the norms and rules
they inhabit.

4. Leadership at the Individual, Collective and
Societal Level

Elsewhere we have argued that political will for positive
change can be achieved through a process of ‘develop-
mental leadership’ (Hudson et al., 2018). Developmental
leadership is a collective, strategic and political pro-
cess through which people contest institutions and
make change happen. It is typically messy, protract-
ed, and beset by dead ends and reversals. But ulti-
mately it always works via three core elements coming
together at the individual, collective and societal levels.
At the individual level, developmental leadership func-
tions through motivated and strategic individuals. These
individuals have some set of incentives, values, interests
and opportunity to push for change—in short, motiva-
tion. But motivation is not enough. And this is the point:
Even the most motivated need a combination of power
and opportunity to realise their goals, as well as the skill
to work strategically.

Second, as noted, because political will is collective
not individualistic, developmental leadership requires
barriers to cooperation be overcome and coalitions
formed. And these coalitions must have sufficient pow-
er, legitimacy and influence. The effectiveness of such
coalitions depends upon the political strategies and tac-
tics they use, their perceived local legitimacy, the work
they do behind the scenes, and ultimately, their prag-
matism. Critically, coalitions can be very mixed, made
up of those who are intrinsically committed to reforms,
but also often include those who are more instrumental
or opportunistic.
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Third, and critically, an effective (and powerful) coali-
tion boils down to their ability to contest and de-
legitimise one set of ideas and legitimise an alternative
set. Time and again, ideas, rules and norms of how the
world should operate and be ordered is the most sig-
nificant barrier to change. The work of developmental
leadership, and the coalitions that support it, is to chal-
lenge, contest and change the ideas that structure soci-
ety. Doing so, and crucially via ways that are perceived
as locally legitimate, ensures that such change is more
likely to be sustainable. Contests over the myths, narra-
tives and frames that people view theworld aboutwhat’s
fair and right for society become the critical ground that
political will is built on, or evaporates.

5. Emerging Themes: Political Leadership, Gender,
Critical Localism, Informal Social Change and Scales

The thematic issue begins from this understanding of
leadership as collective, political and contextual and
offers a broad range of case studies straddling the
Asia-Pacific region. Roche, Cox, Rokotuibau, Tawake, and
Smith (2020) and Craney (2020) cover the Pacific, with
case studies from the Solomon Islands, Papua New
Guinea as well as a Pacific regional initiative (‘Green
Growth Coalition’). Lin (2020) analyses technocratic lead-
ership in the People’s Republic of China, Krishna and
Roche (2020) and Gordon (2020) look at India. Finally,
Sherlock (2020) and Hudson, Mcloughlin, Margret, and
Pandjaitan (2020) discuss cases from Indonesia.

Five main themes emerge from these debates and
the thematic issue as a whole: leadership as political;
gender relations; critical localism; scalar politics; and the
value in understanding informal processes of leadership
and social change.

The first theme that appears clearly in the issue is the
political nature of leadership, and a number of crucial
contributions aremade on this theme. Lin (2020) looks at
the role of political capital to explain the rise of a provin-
cial technocratic elite in China in the 1990s. As such, Lin
makes a contribution to the political technocracy theory,
understanding this rise as an effective alliance of tech-
nocrats and career bureaucrats. Craney (2020) looks at
‘locally led development’ through an informal elite net-
work lens, problematizing simplistic understandings of
what constitutes the local in that respect. Gordon (2020)
contributes to the ‘transformative leadership’ discussion,
understanding how actors operating outside of tradi-
tional politics manage to bring effective social change
through their actions. Krishna and Roche’s (2020) analy-
sis makes a crucial contribution to the understanding
of political will as being contingent upon leadership at
the individual, collective and societal levels. And Hudson
et al. (2020) offer new empirical evidence for how polit-
ical leaders are evaluated, supporting the social identity
theory of leadership in a non-Western setting (Indonesia
precisely). They show how individual leaders who best
reflect and represent the identity of the group tend to

be more trusted and have more leeway in how they are
perceived as effective or not.

The second theme appearing clearly in this themat-
ic issue is gender relations and leadership. Through their
focus on Simbo for Change, an initiative in the Western
province of the Solomon Islands, Roche et al. (2020)
bring to light the leadership of the director of the initia-
tive, Esther Susi, and the notion of ‘quiet feminism’ show-
ing how the initiative she led re-articulated women’s
empowerment as an essential part of creating a cohe-
sive a broader island identity. Gordon (2020) looks at
what motivates women to become leaders in their own
communities through an analysis of a grassroots micro-
finance organisation called Rojiroti in India. Because of
their own positions in their communities, women lead-
ers were best placed to tackle a number of issues and
managed to display ‘transformative leadership’ in doing
so. As such, through their active involvement in this
social process, Rojiroti’s women leaders were able to
challenge rather than perpetuate the existing inequali-
ties. Moving up scales, Sherlock (2020) looks at how civ-
il society organisations working for women’s empower-
ment and gender equality in Indonesia have managed to
influencemembers of parliament to adopt positions that
would end up being of mutual benefit to both actors.

The third theme explicitly discussed in this themat-
ic issue revolves around the concept of ‘critical localism’
and leadership. Localism is too often easily accepted and
valorised. Roche et al. (2020) question the concept of the
local, especially when constructed as an unhelpful binary
opposition to a vague concept of the international. They
call for more attention to be paid to ‘critical localism,’
this is exploring the vernacular understandings of the
local and the complex webs of power in which different
‘local’ actors are located. Similarly, Craney (2020) ques-
tions the assumption made by donors and multilateral
organisations aboutwho is included in the concept of the
‘local,’ arguing that a diversity of voices and experiences
should be captured. Gordon (2020) similarly sheds light
on the complex landscape that are constituted by local
politics through a thicker understanding of what ‘grass-
roots’ leadership is about.

The fourth theme is around scalar politics. The the-
matic issue as a whole stresses the importance of
‘multiscalarity,’ understood as the constant interaction
between different scales of analysis: the global, the
regional, the national, and the local. Roche at al. (2020)
point out not just this ‘vertical’ scaling, but also the
importance of ‘horizontal’ linkages in the Pacific which
illustrate the role of support from with the region,
which can be more relevant and culturally appropri-
ate than international linkages from outside the region.
As previouslymentioned, Sherlock (2020) adopts a scalar
approach through the interplay between grassroots and
national politics. For us this is a critical avenue for future
research: How leaders and leadership effectively works
through and across different scales, and the politics
of that.
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The final theme relates to what fluid and informal
processes of social change tell us about more deliber-
ate attempts to support individual and collective lead-
ership. Craney (2020) and Roche et al. (2020) provide
examples of collective action from the Pacific which
demonstrate characteristicswhich are verymuch at odds
with the more formal projectized approaches that tend
to dominate the world of international development.
Gordon (2020) also points to similar distinct facets of
leadership amongst grassroots women’s organisations
in India in generating mutual support and solidarity.
Sherlock (2020) illustrates how women’s civil society
organisations in Indonesia, whilst supported by a large
development program, have at the same time worked
politically withmembers of parliament to build ‘alliances
of instrumental advantage.’ These articles provide a use-
ful reminder of how decentring the world of formal insti-
tutionalised development can reveal not only how more
immanent processes of social change occur, but also
the shortcomings of more deliberate, intentional project
based attempts to promote leadership. Essentially, those
who want to provide effective support to leadership pro-
cesses will need to let go. Not a comfortable proposition.
But one that cannot be ignored.
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