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ABSTRACT

For over five decades Non-Governmental Development Organisations (NGDOs) have been active 

instruments in the provision of social services in support of government initiatives. By and large, 

their contribution to the development industry has been enhanced by continued support by donor 

agencies. Lately, there has been an intense debate and scrutiny regarding their impact. While the 

intensity of the debate and scrutiny gravitates around their claims to be agents of poverty reduction, 

there are silences, tensions and contradictions in the analysis of the management and leadership 

of these organisations. This paper aims to critically examine the ‘human face’ of NGDO leadership 

and management by unpacking theories of leadership and management from a development 

angle and how the theories are applied in development practice. As an industry, development is 

full of ambivalence yet there is not much research or a thorough critique within the academy, of 

the individuals who lead and manage these organisations and the effect of their managerial and 

leadership styles have on broader agenda of poverty reduction. The central thesis in this paper is that 

unless NGDO leaders and managers learn to humanise, that is, leading and managing with human 

values grounded and informed by theories of social justice, their contribution to poverty reduction will 

be minimal.

1. INTRODUCTION

The leadership and management of non-governmental development organisations (NGDOs) in 

the service delivery has never become such an important undertaking than it is in our current 

environment. in a world that is constantly changing and emerging with both opportunities and 

challenges, leaders and managers in such organisations are not only called to be accountable but 

also to manage and lead with a human face – that is a style of leadership and management that 

respects cross-cultural milieus and human dignity. This platform resonates with Fullan (2001) who 

warns us to be more attentive because “the more complex society gets, the more sophisticated 

leadership must become” (p. v). in the context of development, leading and managing NGDOs 

takes multiple dimensions because these organisations are created by individuals with different 

ideological, personal and/or religious agendas. How leaders and managers initiate and nurture 

a process of positive change is an issue this paper aims to delve into. Therefore, this paper 
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aims to critically examine the ‘human face’ of NGDO leadership and management by unpacking 

theories of leadership and management from a development angle and how they are applied in 

development practice. As an industry, development is full of ambivalence yet a thorough critique 

of the individuals who lead and manage these organisations remains shallow in the academy. The 

central thesis in this paper is that unless NGDO leaders and managers learn to humanise, that is, 

leading and managing with human values grounded informed by theories of social justice, their 

contribution to poverty reduction will be minimal.

2. THEORETICAL UNDERPINNINGS OF LEADERSHIP AND 
MANAGEMENT

Any mention of the concepts ‘leadership’ and ‘management’ within the context of the NGDO 

sector evokes issues of ethical conduct. The moral purpose which drives the sector to act the 

way they do – ‘to do good’, is, in itself, not only an ethical issue but equally so a moral conduct 

which needs to be understood beyond the corporate theorization of leadership and management. 

importantly, leadership and management have to be consciously cultivated over time and at any 

level of a development organisation. 

in his book ‘Leading in a Culture of Change’, Fullan (2001) provides a foundation for understanding 

the human face of leadership and management by alerting us to five fundamental issues: the 

pursuance of moral purpose; understanding change; how to build relationships; how to build 

and manage knowledge; and how to ensure there is coherence in an organization. Terrance 

Jackson (2003), on the other hand, adds that for NGDOs to be successful in their quest to 

improve capacity, leadership and management must be viewed from a cross-cultural perspective. 

This complexity-aware theorisation of leadership and management transcends the simplistic and 

popular definitions of the two concepts. Makuwira (2014) and Realin (2003) argue that today, the 

way leadership and management are understood in development or service delivery organisations 

is based on how such organisations establish working ethos that are grounded in the desire for 

service not in a sequential manner but concurrently and collectively. in practice, however, this is 

easier said than done. Why?

The elusiveness to the answer to the question above is partly due to a number of factors. First, 

leadership and management are polarising due, in part, to lack of contextual understanding and 

operationalisation. Second, there is a tendency to look at leadership as being at the helm and 

that the two ideas (leadership and management) cannot occur in the same person (Bennis and 

Nanus, 1985). Third, there are also instances where leadership and management values are 

incompatible and depict different personalities. While the paper is interested in navigating the 

‘human face’ of leadership and management in NGDOs, we need to canvass a few definitions of 

the two concepts so we can develop a platform for further analysis of why humanising leadership 

and management in development and/or service delivery organisations is such an important 

undertaking. 
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 A LEADER AND LEADERSHIP

The popular literature (see Hughes, Ginnett & Curphy 1993; DuBrin 1998; Kotter, 1999a; 

Nahavindi, 2003) seems to suggest that there are two aspects that define a leader: command 

and influence. in his/her book The Art and Science of Leadership, Nahavindi defines a leader 

as any person who influences individuals and groups within an organization, helps them in 

the establishment of goals, and guides them towards the achievement of those goals, thereby 

allowing them to be effective. For DuBrin, to be a leader is to strive to make a difference not only 

to an organisational change program but also to facilitate positive change. Thus, we can discern 

that the common characteristic of a leader is their ability to inspire and stimulate others to achieve 

something worthwhile. A leader ‘guides’ and ‘develops’. importantly, a leader ‘knows’. 

 LEADERSHIP 

Leadership, based on the perspectives above, is a process and an art. Of particular importance 

is the fact that leadership occurs in a group context (Hailey, 2006).  From a relational perspective, 

Liu (2014) aptly argues that leadership, as a phenomenon, is a product of interaction between 

leaders, followers, and social actors while intimately being informed by wider socio-cultural 

contexts. Therefore, leadership can be summed up as a process of interaction, engagement and 

negotiating spaces defined by a multiplicity of individual and collective understandings of various 

contexts. But we probably need to add a caveat to this argument. There are times when leaders 

need to move away from safety, politics and popularity. According to Martin Luther King “there 

comes a time when one must take a position that is neither safe, nor political nor popular – but 

one must take it simply because it is right”. Such kind of leadership perhaps rare and we can 

canvass the reasons in the next sections. 

 MANAGEMENT

The term ‘management’ may means different things to different people based on the contexts 

within which it is applied. Broadly it refers to the exercise of executive, administrative and often, 

supervisory roles of a group or organization. Therefore the term ‘management’ according to Yukl 

(2010), is simply an occupational title because, based on the definition above, and that of Rost 

(1991), managers exercise authority. When mangers are involved in executing their duties, they 

are operating under leadership. Similarly, when leaders are involved in any aspects of influence, 

planning, organizing or inspiring, they are essentially operating under management (Northouse, 

2007).  This overlap is very critical in development-oriented organisations.

When an organization, in our case, an NGDO, has finally established its vision and, perhaps, 

working ethics, the next big question we ought to ask is how tasks are accomplished. The next 

set of questions may be those that ask about methods, procedures, and policies on how to 

accomplish the task; or those that are to do with human resources, timelines, and exact places 

where these will be done. in summary the distinguishing features of leadership and management 

are highlighted in table 1.1 below.
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TABLE 5.1  Differences between Leaders and Managers

Source: http://www.vatl.org.au

it seems plausible, in our analysis, that if indeed NDGO leaders and followers share the vision of 

an organisation and, are co-creators of organizational vision, that leadership does not necessarily 

have to come from the leaders. As stated earlier, leadership viewed from this theorisation, is 

by and large, a shared responsibility at any level of an organization. Like any organisation, 

this makes it inevitable that any discharge of duty, responsibility or activity will require good 

judgement. However, this is not an easy thing to do in development organisations many of whom 

are community-based organisations where a mix of traditional and contemporary issues dictate 

the development terrain and require critical thinking amidst work personnel whose theoretical 

grounding about development is very shallow. This complex development terrain challenges the 

orthodoxy of leadership theory and throws us into a deeper level of thinking about leadership 

where the line between the service provider and the so-called beneficiaries, have to very fluid. 

in practical terms this may sound easier said than done. However, the principle remains that 

“No longer can one person or even a small team stay aware of the complexities of their total 

operation. Leaders are needed everywhere.” We therefore share Bruce Hardy (2007) who argues 

that today’s NGO leadership has obviously undergone a significant shift where leaders have to 

“lead with heart as well as head” using skills that encapsulate:

SUBJECT LEADER MANAGER

Essence Change Stability

Focus Leading people Managing work

Have Followers Subordinates

Horizon Long-term Short-term

Seeks Vision Objectives

Approach Sets Direction Plans detail

Decision Facilitates Makes

Power Personal c Formal authority 

Appeal to Heart Head

Energy Passion Control

Dynamic Proactive Reactive

Persuasion Sell Tell

Rules Breaks Makes

Likes Striving Action

Risks Takes Minimises

Conflict Uses Avoids

Direction New Rods Existing Roads

Credit Gives Takes

Blame Takes Blames
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• Vision and strategic planning;

• A desire to innovate;

• A willingness to take considered risks;

• The ability to create and sustain growth;

• The ability to delegate and collaborate;

• Excellent communication skills; and

• Risk management and crisis intervention skills (p. 5).

While we appreciate leadership as dictated by shared vision and direction, we equally need to pay 

attention to the fact that working towards a vision or goal alone is not enough. To achieve a goal 

requires a process. The process, in the context of NGDO sector, is how to ‘humanize’ it. 

3. HUMANISING LEADERSHIP AND MANAGEMENT

3.1 LEADERSHIP AS A ‘POSITION’ AS OPPOSED TO ‘BEHAVIOUR’

To humanise leadership and management, according to Kouzes and Posner (2003), is to act with 

respect, care, and utmost fairness for the well-being of all the people involved in an organization. 

This thinking is counter to the popular practice where leadership is seen as a position rather 

than looking at how leaders and managers behave as humans to their fellow humans in an 

organisation. The way leaders and managers behave in an organisation can shape the perception 

people have in an organization. Similarly the perception a leader has in an organization can shape 

how the rest of the organization can operate in a development processes. Yes, every leader or 

manager requires what Waldman (2012) calls ‘competencies’ which, according to him are:

• Intellectual – which can provide a leader or manager with clear perspectives of an 

organisation and contextual environment as well as the capacity for such an individual to not 

only think but act strategically;

• Interpersonal – which may help leaders and managers to motivate and engage others to 

achieve the goal and vision of an organisation; and

• Technical – This can help in a successful management of the day-to-day functioning of an 

organisation through monitoring of budgets and finances, as well as overseeing how the 

human resources are utilised. 

However, these are not sufficient enough to leap the organisation into acting humanely or engage 

in transformational change until leaders themselves desist in being in a ‘position’ to ‘servants’ or 

‘stewards’.

in a developing world, the burgeoning brand of leadership exhibits a number of traits. One such 

trait is personalization of leadership which is closely linked to ‘founder’s syndrome’. While there 

is no harm in founding an organization, there are, however, fears on how such founders become 

paternalistic, autocratic and overzealous. Founder’s syndrome occurs when an organization or 

team operates primarily according to the personality of a key person, such as the founder or 

director, rather than focused on its overall mission. There is scanty evidence on why NDGO 
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leaders in the developing world behave in such a way, and more importantly, the effects of such 

behaviour in their development endeavours.  Paternalism is a form of power and, very often, 

the founder syndrome, coupled with power, produces an identity whose ultimate destiny is self 

interest and gratification. Very often it results into what we all ‘the management by distance’, 

meaning that the leader at the helm of an organization, leads by ensuring that the distance 

between their position and those around them is wide enough to maintain the status quo. Such 

people are often resistant to change as they see things from a narrow, individualistic and often 

believe in the ‘position’. 

The common trends in Founder’s syndrome organisations is often lack of strategy, under 

management of such organisations, lack of open dialogue and loss of motivation by members of 

staff. For NGDOs, these trends can easily spell the demise of any development initiative in the 

wake of popular belief in participatory development approaches where, in the current development 

thinking and discourse, development is fundamentally premised on participation, empowerment, 

partnering, sustainability, accountability, transparency and rights-based approaches. Any 

leadership and management styles that do not operate under these principles, as far as non-

governmental development organisations are concerned, can only do so at their peril. As George 

Bernard Shaw once said, “progress is impossible without change. And those who cannot change 

their minds cannot change anything”.

 

3.2 THE ‘BIG’/‘BOSS’ SYNDROME

We have earlier argued that good NDGO leaders provide an opportunity for leadership and 

management to permeate every level and allow active participation and decision-making of all 

employees in an organisation to contribute to the overall vision of the organisation. This can be 

enhanced, inter alia, by ensuring that there is delegation of responsibility by the ‘big’/’boss’ and, 

also, inculcating the spirit of trust and accountability. 

in many African countries, as is the case with other parts of the developing world, the cultural 

understanding of leadership plays a part on how leadership and management of development 

organisations discharge their duties. James (2008:365) expresses his fear as he notices that 

there is “a clear cultural approach to leadership that very much fits the stereotypical ‘big man’ 

model of African social and political leaders.”  He also highlights certain features that support 

the influence of culture on leadership. He identifies traits of ‘power’ where the leadership style is 

pretty much based on hierarchy and full of dictatorial tendencies. in some cases leadership can 

be seen as an instrument of engendering order or fear. By not allowing differing views or dissent, 

a leader can be a fearsome person, someone whose views have to be final. This trait exhibits 

more of the traits of founder’s syndrome - leaders as all-knowing and all owning. Such leaders 

rise above the ethos of an organization and place themselves above everyone else. They are 

less consultative as they regard themselves to possess all answers and the wisdom in the world. 

The persuasiveness of their traits makes some leaders infallible; hence feel completely prominent 

in an organization. Such leaders, James observes, are the leaders who take leadership as a 

personal possession and can stay for life.
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While these observations are wide and common in both the political arena and the non-

governmental sector, the pervasiveness of such practices in the sector remains an area of further 

research. it is especially so when one considers the gender dimension of leadership in the 

development sector. For example, in most African societies, women are usually subordinates to 

men. The perception that a woman, for example, has to pay higher respect to a man, is a factor 

that can potentially have an effect on how female-headed NGDOs can operate amidst a male 

dominated society. Hailey (2006) observe that: 

Women leaders face cultural expectations as to their gender roles. In practice this can mean that 

they face prejudice, harassment, and family pressure and have limited careers expectations….

Women leaders have had to adopt particular coping strategies and proactively manage social 

expectations so as to be accepted in leadership positions. Women in such leadership roles with 

deep rooted attributes about the role of women in a society dominated by men.” 

3.3  TO ‘SERVE’ NOT TO BE ‘SERVED’

To humanise leadership and management is to see ourselves as ‘servants’ rather than people in 

positions where we have to be ‘served’ by those ‘below’ us. in an era when NGDOs have come 

under heavy scrutiny to demonstrate accountability and transparency, ‘servant leadership’ has 

gained currency.  NGDOs are servants of their constituencies. Their values are the foundations of 

their work. Servant leadership upholds the morals of humaneness where leadership is not about 

position, rather it is about behaviour. 

Recent literature on servant leadership (see Greenleaf, 2010; van Dierendonck, 2011; 

Ferch, 2005; Winston and Ryan, 2008) has taken a new dimension which furthers debates in 

transformational leadership. Servant leadership theory is a call to leaders in any organisation to 

the social responsibility. Rather than being served, servant leaders and managers are called to 

address the needs of followers (Patterson, 2003). According to Sendjaya, et al. (2008), servant 

leadership is underpinned by people’s spirituality and morality. Extending this line of thinking, 

Sendjaya and Cooper (2011) contend that servant leadership should be understood as “a holistic, 

multidimensional approach to leadership that encompasses the rational, emotional, ethical, and 

spiritual sides of both leaders and followers.” 

in his paper Servant Leadership, Ubuntu, and Leader Effectiveness in Rwanda, Timothy Brubaker 

(2013) offers some insights on how the concepts of ‘ubuntu’ - a cultural worldview common 

among the Bantu tribes of Africa that emphasizes the interconnectedness of self within society 

and the extension of humanness within shared community (see Le Grange, 2011; Murithi, 2009), 

is hailed as an alternative approach to humanising leadership and management, not only in 

development organisations but broadly in any service organisations. Broadly, what is emerging, 

according to Patterson (2003), Wong & Davey (2007), Barbuto & Wheeler (2006), Liden, Wayne, 

Zhou, & Henderson (2008), Sendjaya & Cooper (2011), is that leaders who claim to be serve as 

servants, should seek to empower; serve with humility, love, wisdom, heart, vision, inspiration, 

influence, integrity, authenticity, and trust. Furthermore, these commentators urge us to humanise 
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leadership and management by inspiring, modelling, consulting and involving others. To humanise 

leadership is to:

• Voluntarily subordinate ourselves before those below us;

• Behave ethically;

• Help those below to grow and be successful in their profession;

• Engage in emotional healing; 

• Enhance transformative influence; and

• Enhance persuasive mapping (Adapted from Brubaker, 2013:98).

As we can see from the above theorization, being a servant leader is to recognize who you are 

first and what you do next.  To that end, to serve entails a self-concept where one takes the 

view that you are in a leadership position on the imperative that you ‘serve’ rather ‘lead’. This 

requires some form of inner transformation to ‘selflessness’. This is what Burns (1978) argues to 

be another form of servant leadership. 

Transformative leadership, Burns argues, occurs where “one or more persons engage with others 

in such a way that leaders and followers raise one another to higher levels of motivation and 

morality... (it) becomes moral in that it raises the level of human conduct and ethical aspirations of 

both leader and led, thus it has a transforming effect to both” (Burns, 1978:20). 

Other commentators in the field of leadership theory have also weighed in to take Greeleaf’s 

philosophy to a higher level. The view that leadership transcends social responsibilities resonates 

much in the literature. While there is an acknowledgment that servant leadership theory lacks 

empirical evidence the paradigm shift from a focus on the well being of an organization to serving 

followers is what gives the theory its currency. Not only does the people-centered approach 

makes way for a safe and strong relationship with organizations but, as van Dierendonck (2011) 

puts it, “power becomes a possibility to serve others and as such may even be considered a 

prerequisite for servant – leaders. Serving and leading become almost exchangeable. Being a 

servant allows a person to lead; being a leader implies a person serves.”  

The ethical and moral discipline which passionate individuals develop as they enter the 

development field and, equally so, when they espouse servant leadership, is an important 

attribute that is highly needed. While the development field and its theorisation is largely informed 

by discourses of empowerment, participation, capacity development and partnership building,  

servant leadership theory, as we have seen above, offers new thinking in humanizing not only 

leadership and management but also development in general, by going beyond the ‘feel good’ 

factor to thinking about human emotions. Development practitioners in NGDOs need to go beyond 

being ‘humble’ and resist the temptation to be ‘experts’, and learn to unlearn certain practices and 

admit that they can learn from the communities they serve, retreat into the background when a 

task has been successfully accomplished. This is what leaders and managers whose thinking 

tows the philosophy of humanness, should act like.
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4. CONCLUSION 

Despite the fact that the rise of NGDOs is not a new phenomenon, their increased role in the 

delivery of basic social services, makes them distinct entities in contributing to the public good. 

The paper set out to examine the importance of good leadership and management in the form 

where leaders and managers in such organisations are no longer seen as people occupying 

positions but rather people are acting in order to advance the good of society – making a 

difference by focusing on people. in summary, the discussions in this paper have highlighted 

the fact that there is undeniable evidence that the leadership field is rich with theories, models, 

techniques and tools which are all designed to prepare and nurture individuals both in public and 

private sectors to lead. While there are differing views on what good leaders and managers do 

to humanise leadership and management in the NGDO sector, there seems to be a reasonable 

consensus that to humanise leadership and management means to serve with humility, empathy 

and realise the desire of those we serve. in particular, NGO leadership has particularly been 

highlighted as crucial because of its closeness to communities. Today’s leaders are facing huge 

challenges but, at the same time, stand in front of great opportunities. Communities in both the 

developing and developed countries are no longer the same as they were two decades ago. The 

very idea of ‘community’ is being redefined as people strive for community change. Amidst all this 

is the centrality of NDGOs in fostering that change. it is not uncommon, therefore, to note the 

emphasis in the literature, on collective leadership, collaborative leadership, steward leadership 

and many other forms of leadership which, in all cases, emphasize the type of leadership that 

crosses many boundaries: that is boundaries between organizations, groups and individuals. 

importantly, NGDO leaders need leadership skills that deal with issues that divide communities. 

This is when the NGDO leaders need to constantly adapt to changing times. 

The paper has also noted that the concepts of leadership and management are loaded with 

power undertones. As such, it is fundamental that NGDO leadership and management learn 

to share power not only in their organizations but through ways in which the organizations are 

seen as vehicles or building blocks for community empowerment. This can only be achieved 

when organizations (and the people in the organization) learn from their practice. This means 

that to humanise leadership and management is to create a sense of self-reflection and, also, 

developing a culture where members of an organisation learn to challenge their own preconceived 

assumptions. This adaptive, collective, and service-orientated practice is the core of human 

behaviour in service organisations. NGDO leadership in the twenty-first century should avoid the 

founder’s syndrome where the emphasis is usually “i”, “me”, “my”. Rather humanising leadership 

is to pluralise planning, designing, implementing, monitoring and evaluating all the necessary 

programs in a team effort.
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