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Abstract

This paper reports on a two-pronged qualitative research study that used leaders’ life

stories and the case research method to understand the leadership of change in fourteen South

African organizations. We describe how leaders led the changes required to balance the

imperatives emanating from South Africa's socio-political changes and return the country to the

international business arena, as well as the challenges created by years of inequality and neglect

of the socioeconomic development of the majority of its population. We found that the leaders’

life stories played a significant role in how they perceived and responded to the change situation.

Four themes summarizing the actions of the leaders – namely, their efforts to embrace change, to

provide hope, to connect change to African values and culture, and to champion diversity – are

described. The results of the study suggest that leaders’ life stories can be an important source of

information about how they perceive, interpret, and respond to change.
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Leadership theory has increasingly focused on strategic leadership (Boal & Hooijberg,

2001; Flamholtz & Randle, 2008; Ireland & Hitt, 2005; Storey, 2005). Research has

demonstrated the critical importance of strategic leadership to performance, long-term

sustainability, and innovation (Elenkov, Judge, & Wright, 2005; Vera & Crossan, 2004). Yukl

(2010) argues that this shift reflects increased interest in understanding how top management

executives transform their companies to respond to highly competitive environments. Studies

indicate that strategic leaders have the greatest potential impact on the performance of an

organization when the strategy of the organization is no longer aligned with its external

environment (Yukl, 2010). Particular focus is placed on how these executives use vision and

values to influence the strategic direction of organizations and the commitment of followers

during change. Consequently, leading change has been singled out as one of the key dimensions

of effective strategic leadership.

In South Africa, the process of transformation that began in 1994 with the historic demise

of apartheid placed unprecedented demands upon leaders of organizations in all sectors of

society. Firstly, the South African change situation involved a radical restructuring of an entire

society and national form of government. Secondly, organizations found themselves suddenly

thrust into the external forces shaping the global business landscape (Dess & Pickens, 2000;

Hamel, 2002) and having to deal with the demands placed upon their leadership. Thirdly, the end

of apartheid resulted in a dramatic change in power relations between races, which sparked

significant social identity transformations for all (Booysen, 2007). Social identity refers to the

individual’s knowledge that he/she belongs to certain social groups, together with some

emotional and value significance to him/her of this group membership (Tajfel, 1972, p. 292). The

system of apartheid shaped the life experiences and identities of black and white leaders in

different ways (Booysen, 2007; Chrobot-Mason, Ruderman, Weber, & Ernst, 2009). Thus, with
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the end of apartheid, one of the major challenges for all South Africans, including strategic

leaders, was adapting and understanding new identities (Mare, 2005).

The purpose of the present study is to understand how South African strategic leaders

responded to the changes precipitated by the end of apartheid and how their life stories and

identities influenced their approach to leading change during the 1994–2004 watershed decade.

The research in this paper addresses the following questions:

(1) How did the leaders’ identities and life stories influence their perceptions of the change

situation and their responses?

(2)  How did the leaders lead change in their organizations within the changing South African

national context?

Research on what is referred to in the literature as ‘change leadership’ or ‘leading change’

typically centers  on how to lead change successfully (Woodward & Hendry, 2004; Karp &

Tveteraas Helgø, 2009; Hickman, 2010). However, much of what we know about the actual

practice of leading change is based on Western experiences and theories developed by studying

large-scale change by leaders in primarily European and American organizations (Ghoshal,

Gratton & Rogan, 2002; Bartlett & Wozny, 2000; Jick & Peiperl, 2003; Nohria & Beer, 2000).

Zoogah (2009) has called for more research on strategic leadership in Africa, given the dearth of

knowledge and the fact that many countries in Africa, including South Africa, are experiencing

significant changes in their socioeconomic and political contexts.

Theoretical background

Strategic leadership theory evolved from upper echelon theory developed by Hambrick

and Mason (1984), which described the instrumental effect of top executives on organizational

outcomes. Unlike traditional leadership theory, strategic leadership theory focuses on the
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strategic level of the organization and the symbolic and strategic activities of leaders (Vera &

Crossan, 2004). It is at this level that meaning and purpose are created for organizations (Boal &

Hooijberg, 2001). Since its origins in upper echelon theory, strategic leadership theory has

focused mainly on the style and skills that executives use to influence the strategic direction of

their organizations (Ireland & Hitt, 2005). For example, emphasis has been placed on the need for

strategic leaders to be transformational leaders (Lowe, Kroeck, & Sivasubramaniam, 1996);

practice visionary leadership (Vera & Crossan, 2004); and fulfil functional strategic leadership

behaviors (Ireland & Hitt, 2005).

Leading change has also been identified as one of key responsibilities of strategic leaders

(Boal & Hooijberg, 2001). Boal and Hooijberg (2001) identified the capacity to change as one of

the major antecedents of strategic leadership. According to a number of scholars, an

organization’s ability to change requires cognitive and behavioral flexibility among leaders  as

well as an openness to and acceptance of change (Boal & Whitehead, 1992; Hooijberg, 1996).

Leaders’ ability to perceive variation in the environment, understand social actors and take the

right action at a critical moment is stressed. Curiously, the literature on strategic leadership and

leading change has mostly developed in a parallel, rather than integrative fashion.  This has

occurred despite the fact that some scholars have long distinguished management from leadership

by emphasizing the essence of the latter as creating change (Zaleznik, 1977).

The literature on leading change emphasizes the critical role of top executives in leading

what is referred to as radical, episodic change or discontinuous change (Higgs & Rowland, 2005;

Flamholtz & Randle, 2008). Radical, episodic change is most often triggered by disruptive events

in an organization’s external environment (Demers, 2007; Plowman, Baker, Beck, Kulkarni,

Solansky, & Travis, 2007; Romanelli & Tushman, 1994). This is the type of change South

African organizations confronted in 1994. Theorists suggest this type of change is more likely to
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occur when organizational structures and patterns of behavior have become entrenched (Howard

& Coombe, 2006; Street & Gallupe, 2009). This was the case in South Africa on both a national

level and an organizational level, since the apartheid system was omnipotent and institutionalized

in both government and organizational policies, practices, processes, and structures (Mangaliso &

Nkomo, 2001). Consequently, in terms of scope, South African strategic leaders were faced with

recreating their organizations with respect to core values, culture, strategy, structures, systems,

processes, and people.

While there is an abundant literature on types of change, there is significantly less

empirical and theoretical knowledge about how leaders should lead change within  different

patterns of organizational change (e.g. Dunphy & Stace, 1993; Ekvall & Arvonen, 1991). The

literature that does exist is largely prescriptive. For example, there is a significant body of

literature on the steps leaders should use to effectively lead and manage change (e.g. Kotter,

1996; Kotter & Cohen, 2002), and debates on whether or not leaders can actually direct change

(e.g. Weick, 2000). In terms of how leaders should approach change, the dominant models all

have their origins in the classic work of Lewin (1951), who saw the change leadership process in

three phases: unfreeze, change, and refreeze. Leading change models in this mode view change as

a planned process in which the leader uses phases or steps to effect change (Van Tonder, 2004).

In contrast, emergent change models view change as an emergent process that can only be

successful if leaders focus on how and why change happens, eschewing step models (e.g.

Cooperrider & Srivastava, 1987; Higgs & Rowland, 2005; Lichtenstein, 2000; Weick, 2000;

Woodward & Hendry, 2004). These scholars argue that leaders cannot manage change but must

rather lead change by creating the context for change to occur (Flamholtz & Randle, 2008;

Woodward & Hendry, 2004). For example, based on case studies of nine organizations,
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Flamholtz and Randle (2008) found that the key to long-term organizational success was the

ability of leaders to adapt to and manage different types of change.

The limited South African literature on leading change is also largely prescriptive

(Grobler, 1996; Luthans, Van Wyk, & Walumbwa, 2004; McFarlin, Coster, & Mogale-Pretorius,

1999; Nkomo & Kriek, 2004). This literature points to valuing diversity as a challenge to leading

change (Leonardo & Grobler, 2006; McFarlin et al., 1999) and the need for Afro-centric

leadership approaches as a response to the changes that have occurred (Mangaliso & Nkomo,

2001). Other research limits the study of transformational change to the way in which

organizations in South Africa have responded to employment equity and affirmative action

legislation (e.g. Thomas, 2002) or to examining change in a single organization (e.g. Marks,

2000). In one of the few studies that addresses leading change in South Africa, Smit and Carstens

(2003) examined the influence of leadership role competencies on employee perceptions of

organizational change in three manufacturing companies in South Africa. However, large-scale

empirical examinations of the leadership of change during the 1994-2004 watershed period are

virtually nonexistent.

In sum, the literature on leading change has largely been prescriptive. Empirical research

on how leaders interpret and respond to radical, episodic change (especially national level

change) is sparse. Karp and Tveteraas Helgǿ (2009) have called for more research on leading

chaotic change by focusing on human interactions and identity issues. Furthermore, despite

pronouncements on the critical importance of a leader’s mindset and openness to change in

leading change, there is very little empirical research that addresses this aspect (Hunt, 2004; Boal

& Hooijberg, 2001). The life stories and histories of change leaders may be one means of

understanding how the identities of leaders and their openness to a changing national context

have influenced their approach to leading change in their organizations.
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Method

Given the paucity of research on the phenomenon of leading change in response to change

at the national level in South Africa, an emic approach was necessary to fully understand leading

change  within  the  local  context  (Denzin  &  Lincoln,  2005).  At  the  same  time,  we  wanted  to

develop an in-depth understanding of how the leaders’ life stories influenced their perceptions of

the change situation and their responses. Thus, the design of the present study was motivated by a

need for local grounding and capturing lived meanings of leading change. Both considerations

have been identified by Miles and Huberman (1994) as two of the major reasons for using a

qualitative research design.

A two-pronged embedded qualitative research design combining life history methodology

and  case  studies  was  used  to  enable  an  integration  of  the  leaders’  life  stories  and  the

organizational changes implemented. At the individual level we employed a life history

approach. According to Musson (2004, p. 34), life history methodology focuses on the ways in

which individuals account for and theorize about their actions in the social world over time.

Plummer (1983) asserts that the term ‘life story’ is used interchangeably with the term ‘life

history’. A major difference between the life story and life history methods, however, is that a life

story is an account given by someone about his or her life, while life history is supplemented with

other sources such as speeches, biographies, and other documents (Bryman, 2004). Our approach

captured the leader’s life story and supplemented it with other sources. According to Shamir and

Eilam (2005, p. 402), life stories express the storyteller’s identities, which are the products of life

experiences. Gergen and Gergen (1986, p. 255) emphasize that one’s present identity is not a

sudden and mysterious event but a sensible result of a life story. According to Kegan (1983, p.

220), life stories provide leaders with a meaning system from which they can interpret reality and

act in a way that gives their interpretations of situations and actions a personal meaning. Yet, life
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stories cannot be told without constant reference to historical, social or organizational change

(Musson, 2004). Dhunpath (2000) argues further that life history methodology is probably the

only authentic means of understanding how motives and practices reflect close relationships

between individual and institutional experiences. Thus, the life history method provides a tool

with which to access the sense of reality that individuals have about their own lives and actions,

taking into consideration the historical and social context (Freedman & Combs, 1996).

A multiple case study research design was used to collect data at the organizational level

(Yin, 2003; Eisenhardt, 1989; Huber & Van de Ven, 1995). Case studies were employed as the

preferred strategy, because the key research questions are the ‘how’ and ‘why’ of change

leadership in South Africa. Furthermore, Yin (2003) argues that the case method is appropriate

when  the  investigator  has  little  control  over  events,  and  when  the  focus  is  on  a  contemporary

phenomenon within a real-life context. A multiple case study design permits a replication logic in

which the cases are treated as a series of independent experiments that confirm or refute

emerging conceptual insights (Yin, 2003). Comparing multiple case studies with a single case

study also provides opportunities for cross-case comparisons to surface differences and

similarities as well as their causes (Stake, 2006). Thus, using the life histories of the leaders and

the case studies documenting organizational changes during the ten-year period, we were able to

examine how the leaders’ identities and life stories influenced their responses to change.

Sample

The sampling approach was theoretical rather than statistical (Eisenhardt, 1991). The

researcher’s goal is not to represent all possible variations, but to gain a deeper understanding of

a phenomenon (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Eisenhardt, 1991). The  basis  for  the  selection  of

organizations was limited to achieving a diversity of industries, both private and public, and
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ensuring that the sample represented South Africa’s largest and most prominent organizations,

which had experienced significant change (Sabherwal, Hirschheim, & Goles, 2001). Moreover,

we wanted organizations led by both blacks and whites to be represented. Organizations were

invited to participate by means of a letter explaining the purpose of the study and the time

required. Our selection of the final sample was influenced by the inclusion of those companies

that agreed to give us access to the top management of the organization as well as the time

required to conduct the life history interviews and to collect secondary data. The final sample

consisted of fourteen organizations representing a cross-section of industries: five financial

services companies, two retail companies, two state-owned enterprises, two manufacturing

companies and three service companies. Each organization as well as the change leaders were

given pseudonyms to allow candid discussion of the leaders’ life stories, their leadership actions,

the changes implemented, and challenges faced in leading change.

Data collection

A two-part extensive semi-structured interview protocol was developed to cover key

aspects of the leaders’ life stories and the organizational changes. The first part of the interview

focused on significant life experiences; growing up under apartheid; values, racial and cultural

identity; career choices; perceptions of the national changes occurring in South Africa; and ideas

and lessons about leading change. The second part focused on the pre-1994 organization, the

triggers of change, the how and why of the change interventions, the perceived drivers of change,

the leaders’ perceptions of their role and/or their responsibility for change, and the actions they

undertook to lead the changes in their organizations. We interviewed the leaders instrumental in

the change processes in the fourteen organizations. This usually involved the CEO/Managing

Director and other senior executives that were in executive positions during the 1994–2004
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period. An average of four executives was interviewed in each organization resulting in a total of

sixty-four interviews across the fourteen organizations. As the data collection unfolded, our

efforts focused on the key change leader in each organization. The interviews averaged two to

three hours each and were sometimes conducted over more than one session. With the consent of

the leaders, the interviews were tape-recorded and transcribed.

 Consistent with the life history approach (Bryman, 2004), information gleaned from the

interviews about the change interventions was supplemented with data from archival material,

media reports (especially public interviews with the leaders), their speeches, and company

communications. The goal was to capture from multiple data sources how they led change,

change interventions, and change initiatives. Such an approach is essential for the validity and

reliability of case study research (Yin, 2003; Creswell, 2009).

Data Analysis

Unlike statistical analyses of questionnaire data, there are few mathematical formulas or

‘recipes’ to guide the analysis of qualitative data (Pratt, 2009). However, the ultimate goal is to

treat the data fairly, to establish trustworthiness, to produce compelling analytic conclusions, and

to rule out alternate interpretations (Yin, 2003; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Content analysis of the

interviews was performed to extract key themes in the leaders’ life stories, particularly emotive

stories about transformations in personal identity, how they perceived change, their roles and

responsibilities in leading change, and the change interventions (Weber, 1990). We also analyzed

secondary documents (for example, speeches, annual reports, and archival material) to

supplement and verify information gleaned from the interviews. For each organization, a case

study was prepared by the authors, with the assistance of research assistants, using the interviews
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and secondary documents. Key aspects of the leaders’ life stories were interwoven into the case

narrative.

Once  we  had  completed  all  the  narrative  case  write-ups,  a  within-in  case  analysis  was

performed (Eisenhardt, 1989).. Each researcher independently read the cases to categorize the

types of changes that had occurred, the themes associated with the leaders’ life histories, and their

approach to leading change. We looked for linkages between their life experiences and their

perceptions of the change situation as well as how they articulated their actions. We created lists

and summaries of what was emerging. Further analysis was performed using Eisenhardt’s (1989)

cross-case analysis approach, in which we focused on areas of convergence and divergence

across the cases. This was an iterative process, and with each iteration, we used new permutations

of case pairs to gain clarity on conceptual insights (Eisenhardt, 1989).

This multiple analytical strategy formed the basis for an attempt to theorize about how the

leaders led change. We thus used the information on the interventions to examine potential

reasons for the interventions, any connections between the leaders’ key life experiences during

apartheid and the new national dispensation, and their own perceptions of their leadership

approach to change. The results are reported in the next section. Firstly, we foreground the stories

of two leaders in an excerpted narrative form to exemplify what we generally found among the

larger sample. Thereafter, we summarize the change leadership themes that emerged from the

cases.

Results

There  were  similarities  in  the  ways  in  which  the  leaders  led  the  change  efforts  in  their

organizations. We selected two leaders to demonstrate the interconnections between their life

stories and how change unfolded in their organizations.
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Case Narrative: JH Oosthuizen and IO Holdings, Pty.

Oosthuizen grew up in a small town in the Free State, South Africa. The Free State was

often viewed as a traditionally Afrikaner stronghold during the days of apartheid. Some would

therefore have expected Oosthuizen to have been deeply infused with an attitude and mindset that

embraced apartheid and its practices, yet that was not the case. His father was a teacher, and

Oosthuizen was raised in a traditional Dutch Reformed Church environment, or what he referred

to as “the salt of the earth with high moral values”. Family and community were cherished. His

parents were very strict and set high standards. Oosthuizen described the impact of his early

years: “Growing up where we did, we were somewhat isolated. In our staunch Dutch Reformed

Church community, we were taught about the threat of communism. I don’t think it was a racial

thing in our community but more of a protection of the Afrikaner culture. At the same time, my

mother made us aware of the unfairness of the apartheid system and its lack of human dignity.”

Like many white South Africans of his time, Oosthuizen’s family did not directly challenge the

system. By the time he became a young man, Oosthuizen came to his own realization about

apartheid: “As I got older, I become more aware of what was going on, and I developed an

enormous amount of empathy and compassion for black South Africans. When I was in my early

twenties,  I  said  to  myself,  ‘This  is  wrong’,  and  I  can  say  with  sincerity  that  I  tried  to  play  a

positive  role  to  effect  transformation  of  South  Africa.  I  worked  very  closely  with  a  number  of

progressive Afrikaners. As I learnt more about apartheid, the more I denounced it, and today the

role I play is to ensure that I use every opportunity to also make a difference from that point of

view and through our company social investment initiatives.”

Oosthuizen knew early that he wanted a career in business and earned his undergraduate

degree and MBA at the local university. Following a number of management positions in

research, planning, sales, and marketing, he went on to head the marketing function for a large
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retail company. His talent and success in that position resulted in his being appointed CEO of one

of the largest retail holding companies in South Africa in 1995. Oosthuizen took over the

company, as he recalls, at a time of tremendous change in the country. He found a company in

debt, burdened by non-core business acquisitions and the pressing need to re-invent itself in

response to the political changes that had happened in 1994.

Oosthuizen took several actions when he entered the position. He stated: “We developed

our shared values; we redefined our vision; we revisited our mission statement; and we looked at

all our HR [human resource] policies with a view to eradicating discrimination.” He quickly

made the decision to disinvest from non-core retail businesses to get the organization back to

solvency. Under his guidance, the company put in place aggressive employment equity and black

empowerment initiatives to increase black representation in management. The success of these

initiatives earned him an award from the Black Management Forum. However, he admits that not

everyone in the organization readily accepted his efforts to transform the face of management:

“Many of the white managers felt threatened, and I did everything I could to mitigate these

reactions. However, I believed black people needed to be given a chance, even if they lacked

some of the necessary skills. The white man had to change. If you can’t persuade them, then

people  have  to  say,  ‘Well  that  is  not  the  environment  I  want  to  work  in.’  We did  lose  a  lot  of

good people, but also many stayed.”

Oosthuizen’s approach to change was based on the simple idea that the company had to

be aligned with the demands of the macro-level changes in South Africa. For him, the ‘people’

aspect of change was the most critical. He believed that the company needed to “optimize its

commitment to people by making sure everyone felt valued and respected”. Oosthuizen embraced

the change challenge precipitated by the end of apartheid and spoke about his identity: “I see

myself as an African. I am very patriotic, and I believe we are here for a purpose, and I accept co-
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responsibility for the future of the country. I also know that I am partially responsible for creating

the legacy we have to deal with day-to-day. So I regarded it as a privilege to be part and parcel of

this period of reconciliation and change.” Oosthuizen’s change leadership approach was informal

and participative. He relied a great deal on persuasion and influence through example. He put it

this way: “I saw my leadership responsibility quite simply. I had to give direction, engender trust

and in particular I had to give hope because we had been going through a tough time. We had

almost  lost  hope  that  it  would  come  right  because  we  were  technically  insolvent.”  Oosthuizen

believed strongly in the power of the human spirit and never had any doubt that by showing

interest in and caring for his staff, they would achieve. Thus, his staunch belief in values and a

sense of justice garnered through his upbringing on the plains of the Free State played a

significant role in the manner in which he approached the change efforts in his organization.

Case Narrative: A. Ngwenya and Industrial Organization

Ngwenya grew up in a rural village in the North West Province of South Africa, where he

spent his early years as a herd boy responsible for the family’s cattle. Ngwenya’s father and

grandfather were preachers who instilled in him an appreciation for other people, industriousness,

discipline, and the value of hard work. These values helped him withstand the degradation of

apartheid: “It was very, very tough growing up and living under the apartheid era. It was a life of

humiliation. The most painful of all was being given fourth rate education called ‘Bantu

education’. This education was meant to keep you perpetually a servant.” Two of the values that

never left Ngwenya were ubuntu, which literally means that a human being finds true expression

in the context of other human beings; and intsebenzo, which requires a young man to produce

evidence that he is able to take care of himself before he can marry and raise a family. The values

he learned in his community remained with Ngwenya. He excelled at school and demonstrated
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leadership attributes early when he was elected head perfect of his high school. Armed with an

undergraduate degree in psychology, Ngwenya was touted to teach at his alma mater, a

designated black university. After being fired because he insisted on “speaking his mind and was

very vocal about the inhumanity of apartheid”, Ngwenya became a management trainee at one of

the few companies in the country that was appointing blacks into management. He also

completed a number of advanced management programmes outside South Africa.

This marked the beginning of an illustrious business career. Ngwenya became the first

black director and chairman of Industrial. Ngwenya described the change challenge: “I had to

normalize what had happened in the past. My goal was to have the previously excluded, included

and to have the potential that was not developed, developed.” His impact was felt at the first

board meeting he chaired. Ngwenya was determined to make the organization African and

inclusive and told the board: “ I want to make our company a truly African one, for Africans of

all descriptions – white, black, Asian, coloured,1 whatever  –  but  true  Africans  who  owe  their

allegiance to the continent in the first place. We need to have a tapestry in place – that intricate

mosaic that forms a business matrix in a manner that does not destroy but builds.”

Nwengya embarked on a three-pronged change strategy. Firstly, he undertook an

aggressive intervention to recruit and develop black management and technical talent. The

organization partnered with an international university to send these new staff to attain further

qualifications in management and engineering. A programme that focused on the development of

women was also successful in diversifying the gender representation in management and

technical positions. Secondly, Ngwenya worked on developing an African leadership model

based on ubuntu. Once the model had been developed, it was incorporated into the leadership

development training programmes of the organization. Ubuntu also became a key pillar in its

business strategy of expanding within Africa. Ngwenya’s approach to leading change stressed
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collectivism and team work. He summed up this philosophy by saying: “You can shine as a

member of a team, but you can only shine within the context of the team.” Throughout the

change process, Ngwenya’s speeches and conversations with staff were opportunities to expand

upon the ubuntu philosophy.  One  of  the  cultural  expressions  used  to  illustrate  the  meaning  of

ubuntu is translated as: “One finger cannot pick up a grain.” He would explain to staff: “A grain

is a very small thing, and if one is individualistic and selfish, you will battle to pick up the grain.

But we can pick up a grain as a collective.”

Thirdly, he emphasized excellence in all that the company did. He benchmarked the

company against similar firms globally. Performance standards were set that reflected these

benchmarks.  According  to  Ngwneya:  “The  pursuit  of  excellence  is  never  allowing  yourself  to

operate at a level where you elevate mediocrity as though it was a virtual state; instead the focus

is on optimal performance.” Finally, he changed the vision of the organization from a local one to

“becoming a pre-eminent African organization with global stature”. In order to achieve this

vision, he established a business unit that focused on internationalizing the business. He

explained the rationale for the vision: “Globalization is a huge force sweeping the entire world.

The big international players would love to establish themselves in Africa, which has huge

potential for development. The competition is knocking on our door. It is no longer theoretical. If

we ignore that trend and fail to prepare for it, we will be swallowed up by the great multinational

corporations. While we keep our roots in this part of Africa, our gaze must cover the continent.”

Under Ngwenya’s leadership, Industrial grew to establish a footprint in 31 countries on

the continent and received a global award in its industry in 2001. Ngwenya summed up his

change leadership approach: “I worked from the idea of a compassionate organization in a

compassionate society – the one the new government wanted to create. I thought of Industrial as a

humane organization, one that understood the bottom line was important, but that people were
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even more so. In achieving the bottom line, I actually tried to make people feel very good about

working for Industrial, because we really cared about them. In leading change, values are a lot

more important than arguments or attitudes; they are so fundamental. My values actually drove

the changes I tried to make, and they drive what I do in life as well.”

Summary of Change Leadership Themes

In sum, we found four change leadership themes in the case narratives.

Embracing change.

Across the cases, the leaders embraced rather than resisted the changes confronting their

organizations. They demonstrated personal acceptance of the changes occurring. The leaders

perceived the forces of globalization driving change as well as the need for change created by the

new dispensation. Instead of resisting, the leaders in the study accepted the need to align the

organization with the demands imposed by its external environment. They were willing to

explore new opportunities, to maintain and expand stakeholder relationships, and to cultivate

partnerships. A multiple stakeholder perspective was adopted by a majority of the organizations

in the sample, along with recognizing the need to extend beyond the ‘bottom-line’ by addressing

their corporate social responsibilities. In this regard, embracing change required leaders to

transcend their own immediate systems and network these external relationships. Within their

organizations, leaders had to empower their employees to be innovative and creative. The change

leadership efforts of the leaders in the sample were thus characterized by the importance of

embracing change internally while taking into account the external environment of change.
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Providing hope.

Despite the exuberance that accompanied the end of apartheid, there remained considerable

anxiety about the transformation to a democratic society and people’s places in the new society.

To lead change successfully, leaders had to provide hope that organizational transformation

would succeed, despite their own uncertainty of what that future entailed. Change leadership

involved helping employees envision an attractive future, not only for the organization but also

for themselves. Often the new organizational vision statements captured this duality. For

example, one organization expressed its vision as “being contributors to the creation of a

prosperous and better South Africa”.  In their communications with employees, leaders stressed

the impossibility of separating what was happening outside the organization from what needed to

change internally. The leaders were able to use their authority and influence to re-frame issues

and to provide a supportive and empathetic climate in which to create hope. Our finding is

consistent with the assertion of Luthans et al. (2004) that South African leaders needed to take a

positive approach and become hopeful organizational leaders.

Connecting change to African values and culture.

Another aspect of their change leadership was a greater awareness of the African context within

which their organizations operate. Leaders took deliberate action to connect with and leverage

African values in the change process. Two aspects to the change processes in particular

epitomized this ‘African’ approach, namely, the use of narratives closely related to the local

context and a different focus on interpersonal interaction. Examples of the former include one

company’s  adoption  of  the  metaphor  of  wild  dogs  to  symbolize  the  new  culture  they  were

creating; while others gave their change projects African names such as the Siyanqoba strategy.



LEADING ORGANIZATIONAL CHANGE IN THE ‘NEW’ SOUTH AFRICA 20

Others like Ngwenya were explicit in their desire to create an ‘African’ company based

on values learned during childhood. This theme reflected the effort to instil ubuntu into the

organizational culture and leadership. Ubuntu is a philosophical belief that, “I am because we

are”, which is rooted in Africa’s largely collectivist culture (House, Hanges, Javidan, Dorfman, &

Gupta, 2004; Mangaliso, 2001). This interdependence between people “can be defined as

humaneness – a pervasive spirit of caring and community, harmony and hospitality, respect and

responsiveness” (Mangaliso, 2001, p. 24). Ubuntu was identified as a means of distinguishing the

unique leadership challenges and needs of the African continent from the traditional Eurocentric

approaches that had dominated in the apartheid era.

Championing diversity.

Apartheid left deep faultlines among South Africa’s diverse racial groups. The early life of each

of the leaders was shaped by apartheid and its policy of racial separation. We found micro and

macro dimensions in the leaders’ efforts to change race relations in their organizations. At the

micro or personal level, leaders reflected upon their racial identities and how these affected their

values and behaviours. As champions of diversity, the leaders in the study initiated diversity

training interventions intended to create dialogue across racial lines. Many personally

participated in these interventions. At the macro level, almost all the organizations embarked on

employment equity initiatives and other efforts to address the need to erase the fissures between

black and white employees rooted in apartheid. For example, an employment equity initiative

used in many of the organizations was the placement of young black managers in developmental

positions or as understudies for key middle and senior positions. Table 1 provides a summary of

these four themes and examples of leaders’ actions.
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Discussion

This study is one of the first to systematically identify how South African strategic leaders

perceived and responded to the national changes that occurred in the country during the

watershed 1994–2004 period. We found that their life stories provided a window into their

identities, values, and beliefs, which in turn provided insight into how they perceived the change

situation and how they went about changing their organizations. The four change leadership

themes align with central elements of the leaders’ life experiences. Shamir and Eilam (2005)

argue that a leader’s unique leadership style is derived from the meaning the leader attaches to

the life experiences that he or she has enjoyed. The leaders in our study reflected upon their

social identities in terms of how they experienced apartheid and the transformations in their

thinking during the course of their lives. Leaders, both black and white, came to realizations

about the realities of apartheid and its effects on their lives, albeit in different ways. These

realizations seem to have been important in the way in which they subsequently embraced and

accepted the need to transform their organizations to align with the political and social

imperatives driven by the South African government.

This is not to say that they were not also cognizant of the need for their organizations to

become globally competitive. The change leadership behaviours they enacted were multiple and

complex  in  terms  of  aligning  the  business  with  the  government’s  social  and  economic

imperatives and the realization that the issues extended beyond the simple choice between people

and profits. As one leader succinctly stated: “It is difficult to transform and perform at the same

time. So one has to realize it may have some impact on the business, but only over the short time,

because business cannot exist in isolation to the external context.”

In some respects, the actions that leaders took are consistent with what has been reported

in other studies of leading change. The approaches described by the leaders suggest that leading
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change requires a focus on both hard systems and soft system changes, which is thus consistent

with theories propounding the value of both these approaches in leading change (Nohria & Beer,

2000). The leaders’ accounts also provide insight into how radical national change influences the

leadership of change in organizations (Howard & Coombe, 2006). All the leaders articulated and

conveyed  a  vision  for  the  changes  they  wanted  to  institute  in  their  organizations,  but  also

implemented changes in systems.  The research validates the claim that discontinuous change is

often achieved through emergent strategies rather than a single fixed plan. In all the case studies,

the changes took place incrementally over a number of years. We do not wish to create the

impression that their leadership of change was smooth and unilaterally successful. In many of the

cases, there were setbacks, and not all the change initiatives attained ideal goals. Many leaders

encountered considerable resistance from middle and lower management, particularly with

respect to staff transformation initiatives. What is clear, however, is that the organizations had

become fundamentally different from what they were in 1994.

The methodology used in the study went beyond the dominant approaches to studying the

leadership of change. Scholars have for the most part focused on developing what Van Tonder

(2004) has labelled “n-step linear models for leading change or linking leadership styles to

change”. The contribution of the life story approach is its revelation of leaders’ identities, values

and beliefs, and consequently how these justify their leadership of change. In other words, it can

illuminate the manner in which leaders come to hold particular beliefs and versions of reality as

well as their motivations for the ways in which they lead change. Moreover, one of the often-

repeated tenets in relation to strategic leadership is the critical importance of a leader’s mindset

and openness to change for successful change in organizations.

No study of this nature is without its limitations. Life stories  are retrospective in nature,

which calls into question the extent to which the participants’ accounts are accurate reflections of
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what  they  did  and  how  they  did  it.  To  some  extent,  we  mitigated  this  limitation  by  using

additional secondary sources including speeches and media articles which allowed us to build life

histories (Musson, 2004). It should be underscored that the choice of combining life histories

with the case research method was deliberate. We  did not specifically assess the effects of the

changes on staff within each organization, although the perceptions of key management

informants were also part of the data-collection process. Future studies of change leadership

using a life history approach could be expanded by examining how the knowledge of a leader’s

life story influences the recipients of change. While the data suggest that the leaders’ life

experiences provide information on how they perceived and led change, we cannot rule out the

influence on the attitudes and actions of the leaders of the broader effort towards reconciliation

within the country. Further research is needed to validate the findings of this study. Finally, due

to the interpretative nature of life history methodology, Musson (2004) admonishes researchers to

be aware of their own subjectivity in bringing implicit and explicit preconceptions to the analysis.

Despite our best efforts to accurately represent the main themes that appeared in the life stories

and the case narratives, we cannot entirely rule out the influence of our own views (Shamir,

Dayan-Horesh, & Adler, 2005).

Conclusion

As the goal of this special issue is to advance the science of leadership and management

in the African context, we believe that life stories gleaned through life history methodology is

particularly relevant to studying leadership and change in Africa for two main reasons. Firstly,

many countries in Africa have grappled with significant political and socioeconomic, national-

level, discontinuous change, and continue to do so (Zoogah, 2009). There are many who argue

that effective leadership is critical in resolving the challenges associated with the
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underdevelopment of the continent. However, most of the extant literature on leadership and

leading change is based on research performed primarily on leaders in Western organizations.

Rarely, if at all, were leaders in these organizations faced with the fundamental restructuring of a

nation at multiple levels (namely, political, economic, and social). Secondly, as Jackson (2004)

has observed, colonialism in Africa had a profound impact not only on the political, economic,

and social trajectory of the continent, but it also had defining effects on the life experiences,

identities, and mindsets of its people. It is thus imperative that research on leadership in Africa

should pay attention to the life histories of leaders in order to highlight the unique dynamic

offered by the social context, the impact on the individual concerned, and the way in which this

manifests in the leadership of change.

Life history methodology allows for understanding life stories within their historical and

cultural context. Examining leaders’ life experiences can assist in understanding the unique

historical and cultural contexts in which the leaders have been shaped, as well as their

motivations and their perceptions of their leadership situations. It is important to note that this

study captures the latter in terms of the unique national context of South Africa. More research

using a life history approach should be conducted in other countries in Africa, especially in light

of the fact that scholars have illustrated differences in colonialism and its practices in different

countries (Young, 2001). Finally, leaders’ life stories could also be used to access authentic

cultural meanings of leadership in Africa. This could potentially make a significant contribution,

given the critiques of the current approaches to cross-cultural leadership research (Ailon, 2008).
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1 Refers to people belonging to a population group made up of persons of mixed racial descent or of certain other
nonwhite descent, particularly as distinguished during apartheid from blacks, Asians and whites.
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