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Abstract:

The success of workplace training initiatives isr@asingly connected with how
programs of learning are aligned with, and takeoantof, the organisational context.
This is especially true in the area of leadersimg management development where
Currie (1999) concluded that unless there was cmrgre between the context of the
organisation as perceived by the participants &eddevelopment initiative being
introduced, the initiative was likely to be unsugsfel. Using selected findings
obtained from a two-year research project withm Australian Rail Industry, as part
of the CRC for Rail Innovation, this paper drawsight on how leadership and
management capability are being developed in arokranging contexts. In this
setting, context is defined by external charadiessof the rapidly changing
environment in which rail organisations operate.raiing information from the
literature on leadership, a selection of rail répointerview data and a content
analysis of learning materials taken from rail ongations, this paper evaluates if
current management training programs are developiag leaders with the
knowledge and skills to cope with a selection afreshanging contexts.

Background

The global economic challenges of 2008 have reddfimany of the strategic

problems confronting organisations in Australiad ahe rail industry, like many

others, is going through a period of major transfation. Changes include the
upgrading of infrastructure, harmonising interstdiéerences and dealing with the
increasing diversity of human capital employed lve tindustry. As a result, rail

industry managers and leaders are faced with ng@anational contexts that are
characterised by increasing complexity and dynamisithe external environment.

The literature on business strategy suggests tbhalisation and market competition
are putting managers under great pressure to pedod maintain capability, but is
this challenge possible in an unstable environmdrgre the strategies of today can
become inappropriate for the context of tomorrow?

In the field of workplace education and trainingwfsubjects have attracted more
interest than the area of leadership and managedexaiopment. This fascination
has held the attention of business schools andnma@f#ons for decades, and
leadership has ‘been studied more extensively tway other aspect of human
behaviour’ (Higgs 2003, p.27). Estimates vary, thet global market for this type of
employment-related training activity appears toabets peak and was estimated at
US$37 billion per year in 1996, but may be as raghUS$70 billion a decade later
(Boyatziz, R. E., Leonard, D., Rhee, K. and Wheele¥V. 1996). In 1999, over 2,000
books were published on the topic of leadershitNarth America alone, perhaps
reflecting one reason why US firms continue to leadthe area of people
management (Goffee and Jones 2000; Day 2001; 2@@®). The motivation for
this ongoing interest is a belief that effectivadership has a profound influence on
business performance, competitive advantage argiteym survivability, especially
in a globalised economy (Thompson 1995; Oaklan®1B@us 2006).



Historically, approaches to leadership theory have been domibgtattempts to find
a universal or nation-specific collection of attribs, skills and behaviour that
distinguishes leaders from non-leaders’ (Jepsot8,2087) but ‘many of the theories
on leadership appear to be context free’ (Boalladijberg 2000, p.258). However,
research is finally coming to recognise that therahanging environment in which
contemporary managers are required to lead takesrigedevelopment programs to
the limits of utility (Porter and McLaughlin 2008psi 1991). Throughout this major
period of growth there has been endless debatet fiibest way of developing the
competencies and abilities required of presentithaypnagers, who lead in rapidly
changing environments. Globalisation has impactefbpndly on how organisations
conduct their management processes (Howard anding®IR2009) and business
schools programs have been singled-out for specigdue (Buckley, Monks and
Connor 2002). In particular, the MBA type modelnshnagement education, popular
in the late 1980s, has been criticised as a flggvedram that results in surface level
learning which transfers well to low complexity tgggs, but falls short in fast-
changing dynamic environments (Willmott 1994).

Part of the argument is that managers in emergingptex work environments, such
as the J-form organisation developed from Mintzlseoipssic typology (Mintzberg
1979, Lam 2000), need to develop meta-competerwidsn the setting of an
organisational context, in addition to assimilatieghnical or commercial knowledge
and skills from external settings such as busirses®ols (Pedler, Burgoyne and
Boydell 1994).

Context

In the past fifteen years, increasing attentionlbeen given in the literature towards
the role of organisational context in the developtma leaders (Black and Earnest
2009). Research conducted in the New Zealand metiowiiag sector discovered that
employees are much more sensitive to the contextumlacteristics of the internal
environment than they appear. These contexts iedludrganisational culture,
performance climate and identifying with a natioqmlde. Moreover, managers
played an important role in aligning employees witie unique contextual
characteristics of the enterprise. This commurnicagirocess is akin to an emerging
assortment of employee engagement activities SimartCoggan (2009) callgallace-
making. Furthermore, the well-known concept of ‘the |leéagnorganisation’ (Senge
1990) recognises that social learning, which caslude leadership development,
does not happen in a vacuum, but in context torganisational setting.

While much attention is given in strategic texts understanding the external
environment of an organisation, how a leader clmtsdehave is, to a large extent
dependent upon the internal context (Osborn, Humt dauch 2002; Porter and
McLaughlin 2006). Thompson (1995, p.36) refershig process of internal synergy
as ‘architecture’. For example, managers in a naotufing firm may adapt totally
different leadership behaviours to managers inilreta a professional service
environment. It follows that some leaders may tghlyi successful and suited to one
particular context and fail spectacularly in anotbetting (Jepson 2009). Hay Group
research has shown ‘up to 30 percent of variandeismness results can be explained
by differences in the internal work climate crealbgdmanagers and without a proper
context, people simply fail to perform’ (Ambler 200 Therefore, the case for
understanding more about the context of leadershipcreasing and drawing greater
attention.



For years, the phenomenon of leadership has beg#ored in great depth, but there is
still a good shortage of empirical research on way in which the context of
leadership shapes its practice (Barker 2001; Band/ Cartwright 2000). In a review
of twenty-one major journals taken from the lealgrditerature between 1990 and
2005, Porter and McLaughlin (2006) found that empliresearch on the significance
of context was lacking. Andrews and Field (1998l éar a regrounding of the
concept of leadership through an empirical analgéithe importance of context and
as leadership theory has evolved and become imeghassomplex ‘the notion of
context has become more significant, despite a dd@ktention. Research is coming
to recognise context as a primary area of foclepgdn 2009, p.37). Likewise, Porter
states that, ‘we have given too little attentiorhte internal organisation environment
affecting behaviour’ (Porter 1996, p.264) and Osbétunt and Jaunch (2004) talk
about context being the neglected side of leaderghB32) and they argue, change
the context and leadership changes. In a study®fr&viewed articles, 65 percent of
articles made no reference to organisational cor(fearter and McLaughlin 2006,
p.562). Therefore it is apparent that the impdatrganisational context, especially
in leadership and management development is arrneslearched area.

The Australian rail context

In addition to the lack of information on conteseports indicate that little is known
of how leadership actually happens in AustraliasMaf the material on leadership is
drawn from the US or Europe and even within thelité®ature, leadership examples
are most frequently drawn from the business sextdrfocus largely on Anglo-Celtic
men. This is not a true reflection on the diver$aynd in Australasian society or of
leaders in Australia (Dalglish and Evans 2007; Gr2@09).

Moreover, the rail industry in Australia has itsrownique characteristics and these
are shaped by a long history of constructing a modail infrastructure across the
nation, overcoming geographical and cultural cimgies and embedding a technical
mindset into a largely male dominated workplacerotighout this period, progress
has been frustrated by interstate differencesudiefy the installation of different
track widths and multiple signalling devices. Tdaege extent, rail organisations in
each state have dealt with leadership and manageteeelopment in their own way.
However, reports now indicate that global developtsesuch as the pressing need
for environmentally sustainable transportation ampi and faster travel between
major cities are changing the external contexhefrail industry, requiring a level of
adaptation and co-operation not foreseen in  praviowenerations
(PricewaterhouseCoopers 2006, Infohrm 2008). Tiesge is being spearheaded at a
strategic level by the rail industry lead body, thestralasian Railway Association
(ARA).

In order to explore how rail organisations are rigkiaccount of context when
developing managers and leaders, this paper draviisdings from a major research
project conducted in the Australian rail sectoreTproject aims to evaluate the
potential for developing an industry-wide capabilitamework on leadership and
management and forms part of a wider education teaiding research program
contained within the Cooperative Research CentieQ)Cfor Rail Innovation; a
collaborative research venture between leading rAlish universities and rail
industry organisations, with the support of the thallan Commonwealth
Government.



M ethodology

The methodology chosen to identify how contextuefices the development of
leadership programs in the Australian rail industynbines three approaches; firstly,
a review of relevant literature in the field of demship and management
development; secondly, an examination of recemrtepand publications developed
for policy makers within the rail industry and filya an analysis of findings from
case study reports carried out in four rail orgatms. In terms of employee
numbers, these four organisations represent 5@pieot the Australian rail industry
and account for the development offered to alm¢gs®@ managers at varying levels
of seniority - ranging from first-line supervisdsexecutives. In each organisation, a
semi-structured interview was held with human reseumanagers and learning and
development professionals using a pre-preparediquaaire of 35 items. The aim of
this activity was to review the existing arrangetsesn leadership and management
development and gain an appreciation of how emgrgiontexts featured in the
design and delivery of program content. In additemcuments and training materials
provided by the participating organisations addedpigcal evidence. The key
strength of this qualitative-interpretive methodptavas twofold; firstly, the research
combined in-depth feedback obtained from convessdbased interviews within the
structure of a pre-determined interview schedulg secondly, findings were cross-
referenced with the literature and documents pexvioly each organisation.

This paper compares the contextual characteri$tieamlership against two concept
models as illustrated in Table 1. Firstly, a fotage approach was used to define the
process of how typical leadership and managemaintirig programs were designed
and implemented in the four organisations. Thesk-kmewn stages are referred to
as thetraining cycle and include; gaining organisational commitmentyedigping
content and structure, deciding on training delnaand finally, determining strategies
for assessment and evaluation (Rabey 1986; Meidle®1 and Laird D 1985).
Secondly, six emerging contexts were identifiedrfrine UK’s Leadership Trust - an
educational charitable organisation whose sole dasuleadership and leadership
development for the benefit of individuals, groupsganisations and communities
worldwide. These contexts include: globalisatiorengrational, sustainability,
diversity, technology and change (Damon 2009). &lthh the use of a single model
may limit the drawing of conclusions, the significe of these new contexts is
recognised by Howard and Wellings (2009, p.7) wigues that a leader is ‘'someone
who manages the performance or responsibilitiesotber individuals ...in an
increasingly complex job, as technological innomatispeed of change and global
competition stiffens’ (p.7). Porter and McLaugh{2006, p.563) also discovered that
the major components of organisational contexuiset an evaluation of culture and
climate, goals and purpose, organisational prosessed structure and time. In
particular, this research looked at how rail orgahons accommodated these
dimensions of context when designing the overathiéecture of leadership and
management development programs. According to Plsom (1995), architecture
refers to the many processes used by organisataomstch the internal environment
with external challenges. Effective strategic aestture is thought to lead to
sustainable competitive advantage and improved nbssi performanceEvery
organisation is affected by external factors anchagament development programs
aim to develop the internal capabilities of leadersccommodate and deal with the
impact of these external factors (Green 2009).



Table1l A conceptual

structure for analysing context in leader ship programs

Stages of leader ship

Area of interest within the case studies

development
Organisational . As.certalnlng.the pqllcy on leadership development
. « Alignment with business strategy and goals
commitment and . :
dimate ¢ Linkages with performance management systems

Internal challenges facing the organisation
External challenges facing the organisation
How the benefits of leadership development wereroanicated

Content and structure

How leadership was segmented to meet the needardgement groups
Knowledge to be gained from leadership and managedeelopment
Structure of course modules and programs

Alignment and accreditation with external qualifioas

Program delivery

Use of training/education providers

Use of different approaches to learning

Use of coaching techniques and mentoring programs
Location of training and development

Assessment and
evaluation

Process of assessing skills before, during and tigedevelopment
Evaluation of development at individual and orgatiaal levels

Identification of improvements in management pemiance

Contextual dimensions
(Leadership Trust)

Globalisation

Change

Generationa Sustainabili'y Diversity Technology

Contextual dimensions
(Porter and McLaughlin)

Culture/Climate

Structure and
Time

Organisational
processes

Goals/Purpose

Findings and discussion

The findings contained in this paper representgameyate of feedback obtained from
four organisations and are therefore indicativb@# the rail industry deals with the
six areas of context identified by the Leadershipst. To aid analysis, three levels
are used in Table 2 to evaluate the extent of &dnfl-awareness’.

Table 2 Contextual awar eness

High level of awareness
Evident in many policy documents,
organisational systems and
communication processes. Awareness
the external context flows through
leadership development programs an
affects internal practices

M oder ate level of awareness Lower level of awareness

Evident in some policy documents an
organisational systems, The externa
of context rarely features in internal
communications. Leadership
d development is inward looking but

recognises the external environment as a

strategic consideration

g Little evidence in policy documents o
systems relating to the external context.
Internal communications and procedures

are aligned to the internal needs of the
organisation and take limited account pf
the external environment.

Globalisation

Generational

Diversity

Sustainability

Technology

Change




Black and Earnest (2009, p.186) suggest that Ishgiedevelopment programs are
‘complex webs of relationships, motivations ancerattions’ and for these reasons
the evidence gathered from each of four stagesanfdrship development in Table 1
was consolidated into each of the six themes ifiedtby the Leadership Trust:

Globalisation (Lower): is a commonly understood phenomenon and dealsn@mo
many things, with the impact of a smaller economacld, open market competition,
faster travel, labour mobility and the rise of mrualational organisations.

Rail organisations in Australia were found to operainder three structural
conditions; public sector agencies, private opesatnd franchised train operating
companies, often owned by multi-national corporagio(MNC). Green (2009)
reported that MNCs have much better access to Qleaalership development
programs and therefore have more exposure to thadnhof global issues. However,
the rail organisations in this research were weidtgroportionally toward the public
sector and therefore adopted an inward facing toma perspective to management
development, but made use of international begtipgaand benchmark information
when constructing leadership programs. Senior nemsagere recruited frequently
from overseas companies to fill top positions admd infusion of wider experience
influenced both policy development and the selectibtraining methods. In terms of
curriculum design, the study of globalisation featlimore strongly in senior level,
academic courses than it did in first-line supemysprograms. Each of the rail
organisations, in this sample, used managementiryyi@resentations to share a
vision of the company and explain the strategidlehges, but these were focussed
largely on national and rail-centric goals. In nebao training delivery and
assessment, some use was made of internationdiny@nd evaluation instruments,
often developed from Anglo-American research andémsulting organisations.

Generational (Moderate): addresses the issues and requirements when engplayi
older workforce, a longer living society and ladkyoung people available for work.
It deals with the values and beliefs of diverseggational groups (sometimes called
Baby-boomer, Generation X and Y). Taken togetheh wiobalisation, it poses a
major issue for attracting sufficient numbers ofigg people into the rail industry. In
this regard, leaders have a profound impact onédsaing and harmonising the
aspirations of different generational groups.

The Australian rail industry has two major humasotgce problems; an aging
workforce and a failure to attract sufficient numioé younger people (ARA 2008;
PricewaterhouseCoopers 2006). Moreover, rail osgdiains are faced with the major
challenge of adapting their work cultures to accadate the needs of younger
managers, who unlike earlier generations have rdiffeexpectations of employers
(MacLeod 2008). In regard to leadership developmigmée strategies were used to
address the needs of different groups and agelgsp{il) an opportunity for younger
graduates to pursue post-graduate qualificatissige@ally at the technical level, (2)
progressive and voluntary participation in leadgrshanagement development at
first line, middle and senior levels for non-grauamanagers and (3) skills
recognition processes for migrant workers or olaemagers who wished to gain
formal credit for their accumulated experience. €@mag and mentoring programs
were used widely in each of the case study orghoisato bridge generational gaps
and facilitate the dissemination of tacit knowledgeong managers, but evidence of
the overall effectiveness of these strategies waavailable.



Diversity (Lower): confronts managers to recognise the challengeleaing with a
multi-cultural workforce, gender balance, more siant employees, recognising
internationally acquired skills and finding a plat@ everyone to contribute —
irrespective of their background.

The context of diversity combines with the previdu® areas and compounds the
central challenge for human resources managers (Hi&Mhey attempt to fill skill
vacancies left by an ageing workforce. The railanigations in this research were
drawing human capital from overseas to meet theeasing demand for train drivers,
signal engineers and engineering graduates. Taesithe cost of training, and speed-
up the time from induction to becoming operatiorelaborate skills recognition
process such as RPL/RCC were deployed, but ofter® mmanagement training or
development was needed to take account of the @isstrrail context. In many
cases, management training programs involved sodugirination into the company
ethos or alignment with the corporate values amdhese reasons, bespoke in house
training was valued more than formal academic @surRail organisations offered
programs aimed at improving numeracy and literamyemployees where English
was a second language, or where upskilling was inegjuwithin the existing
workforce. However, strategic HRM issues, suchhasgender imbalance in rail and
cross-cultural awareness were not overtly desigmed leadership programs,
especially at the front line level. Instead, tatext of cultural diversity had a much
higher profile in the deployment of HRM strategyanthit did in the design and
delivery of leadership programs. In most cases,igbees associated with diversity
were included in management induction programsgciapebriefing sessions or
featured at rail conferences, where senior exeesitengaged in ongoing debate and
informal networking as a means of professional tgraent.

Sustainability (Moderate): is fast becoming the major issue of our time asagars
balance the green agenda with challenging comniegoels — an agenda driven by
doing the responsible thing, not just for now lartfiiture generations.

A combination of the global financial crisis in éaR008 and an increasing public
awareness of climate change prompted major invegsma rail infrastructure and
mass transportation projects. At the same time, emodail technology can now
demonstrate an environmentally sustainable edgeaitier forms of mass transport,
such as aviation (Nye 2009). In each of the casgysbrganisations, executives used
internal communications and briefing systems tarwte the importance of building
sustainability in today’s business environment. ldear, beyond these notions of
strategic awareness, little evidence could be fotimt rail organisations were
integrating any study of sustainability into théadership development curricula.
By and large, leadership programs were directedatdsyv a range of meta-
competencies or personal capabilities that woulabknthe manager to adapt and
apply knowledge across many contexts. These reguthemes included: strategic
thinking, communication skills, building relationph, commercial awareness,
planning tasks, making decisions and solving prokl&lore specifically, the area of
sustainability and its linkages with managementhef environment did not appear
explicitly in program design or delivery and wastiner assessed nor evaluated. In
contrast, the specialist area of sustainabilityuiessd more in technical or advanced
management development programs at a tertiary levetudy. Accordingly, this
approach directed the learning and developmenustaimability to senior managers
or professional engineers rather than first lingesuvisors.



Technology (High): is ever-changing. Once at the forefront of tecbgy) rail has the
challenge of reclaiming its position in the heantsl minds of future employees who
are excited about technology, innovation and adwent Leaders of today need to be
tech-savvy.

Rail reports included in this paper indicate thedkrship culture of rail in Australia
continues to be driven by an engineering mindsail. iRas embraced new technology
for decades, yet due to an under investment intalapnany parts of the industry are
beleaguered with old and outdated equipment. Maeav widespread dispersal of
diverse technologies across the country meanslghders in one organisation may
have different technical challenges to their corpags elsewhere. Fortunately, the
current climate of investment in the rail indusisydriving a major leap forward in
technological advancement. Rail reports indicae phevailing culture of valuing
technology over people is presenting a paradoxdirleaders. On one hand, it is
important to attract and engage younger employdes ave already used to modern
technology and systems. However, the highest ptagerof leaders in the sample (58
percent) fell within the age range of 45-63 (comimdmown as the Baby Boomer
generation), but these employees are regardedsaddeh savvy than other groups
and only 11 percent of younger people prefer tokwath them (Sardo 2008). In the
case study organisations, computer-based technoelagyused to train managers in
diverse locations, though the success of this igdendepended upon three factors:
(1) quality of learning materials, (2) ability/magition of the manager to use it and
(3) the level of leader undertaking development. &@mple, older front-line leaders
were less tech savvy than younger graduates. Esetheasons, the evaluation of
success was mixed and at the first line level,aedi@g or in-line programs were
frequently less successful than traditional tragnoourses. All of the case study
organisations used blended learning techniquesisare that learning was aligned
with the organisational context (a mix of classroamn-line learning and on-job
coaching).

Finally, Change (High): how rail manageraccept the inevitability of change and lead
other people through the processes of adaptatidmaprovement.

It was easy to observe and interpret from the médron collected in each of the case
studies that rail organisations were acutely avedirihe need for change as a future
business imperative. Leadership development prograaere seen as an integral part
of the change management process. Interestingiygehas a particular area of study,
was not overt in many of the program modules, lgetdontext of change was ever-
present as an underpinning feature of the leammathodology. This is a measure of
how far rail organisations, and others, have mawerkecent years to recognise the
inevitability of change. Additionally, the use ofientation programs and briefing
mechanisms helped to prime leaders of the needHange and was a common
feature in each organisation. This communicationth& need for change-related
behaviours was further reinforced in performanceagament systems. Accordingly,
when leaders embarked on a management developmagram, they intrinsically
knew the program included a requirement for chamnggortunately, the methods
used to assess and evaluate the degree of indivétdateams changes generated
from leadership development programs were unsapaistl or absent. Respondents
commented that part of the difficulty in recogngsimow change impacted on specific
contexts was due to the holistic nature of leadprdRvelopment outcomes, though
climate surveys conducted among employees offeyetk slegree of feedback.



Conclusions

This paper discussed six emerging contextual themtesh need to be considered
within leadership development programs and thengxte which they are currently
acknowledged in training curriculum. It was founkatt each of the four rail
organisations designed and delivered leadershigranes with varying levels of
context awareness, but context was largely oveddak assessment and evaluation
practices. The extent to which the rail organs#i in this paper aligned their
leadership development with the emerging contextheimes identified by the
Leadership Trust is interpreted and shown as aseptational diagram on Table 2.
During analysis, it became evident the six themesevheavily interrelated, as one
theme interacted with the next to form a contextaistruction, based on culture.
Moreover, the analysis of findings revealed thremas: a higher level of contextual
awareness in the areas of change and technolagid eange awareness in the areas
of generational and sustainability contexts andllyn a lower level of awareness in
the areas of diversity and globalisation. In tielato the latter, the existence of rail
as a national and self-contained Australian trartaion system, with limited global
functionality and a largely mono-cultural workforamay underpin these findings.
Another observation showed the high contextual emess of change and technology
in leadership development materials - across the sjpectrum of management
trainees, from supervisors to executives, whereasrgity issues and globalisation
were contained mainly to the strategic level leskdigr programs. Although the
literature revealed numerous and varied dimensmisontext, this paper found
through a limited review of one model that contaftects organisational culture, is
relevant to the rail industry and helps managerdeta with change. However, the
findings may be relevant to other non-manageriehsiand it would be interesting to
explore the implications for the broader vocatioadlication and training system.
Therefore, further research is needed to underdtandother contexts contrast with
these findings on leadership development.
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