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Abstract
Building leadership capability and growing leadership talent have become well-recognised as two global training priorities and one UK report indicates that Australia is spending more money per capita on leadership training than many other developed countries. In contrast, the report also reveals that Australia lags way behind other major economies when it comes to identifying and engaging the pool of leadership talent.     
This paper follows the progress of leadership development in the Australian rail industry and focuses on a major research project conducted by the Cooperative Research Centre (CRC) for Rail Innovation between 2009 and 2011. The leadership study was aimed at creating a harmonised and relevant capability framework for future adoption across the rail industry. At the present time, rail organisations are undergoing a period of major transformation, investing in new technologies and at the same time dealing with historical differences in inter-state practices, overcoming skills shortages and managing the loss of tacit knowledge as many Baby-Boomer generation managers plan for retirement. Leadership capability is situated at the heart of these changes. 
CRC research has found that an effective framework for developing rail leaders can be achieved by blending together three readily-accessible bodies of knowledge. Firstly, a portfolio of leadership capabilities is available from a wide range of existing frameworks; secondly, eleven recognised units of management training are available in the Australian Frontline Management Initiative; and finally, survey findings obtained from two hundred rail leaders highlight six themes of leadership capability which are most relevant to the current rail environment. 
Introduction 

Broadly, there are two separate but closely related issues that when taken together will have a profound impact on the quality of Australia’s workforce in the coming years. These issues focus on how organisations achieve true excellence in workforce development, and how they prepare the current and next generation of leaders Short, Piip et al. 2011()
. The concept of building leadership capability and cultivating leadership talent to cope with unending change in the workplace are both well-recognised as global priorities Gould 2005(; Hamel 2009)
 and the idea of developing leaders is neither new nor unique. Yet, with ever-increasing studies that generate an overwhelming array of development products to choose from, organisations must ensure they get full value from leadership education and training programs. Moreover, there is a pressing need to stay focused on performance improvement in tough economic times when training budgets and resources are stretched. The main challenge is deciding where to begin - sometimes popularised by a pragmatic choice of doing first what matters most Covey 1990()
. 
Defining a capable leader is one of those recurring narratives that transcends time, crosses cultural boundaries and affects all organisations. In 2009, leadership guru, Gary Hamel, claimed that leadership was the most pressing issue of our time Hamel 2009()
, re-emphasising an earlier finding in 2006 by the World Federation of Personnel Management Associations who placed leadership in the top three global challenges over the next decade - second only to the management of change Mutte 2006()
. The literature reveals a diverse array of theories that each seek to address specific aspects of leadership and many studies have claimed that leadership is inherently different from management McCartney and Campbell 2006()
. However, and despite the value of these ideas and their impact on stimulating new thinking, the various theories appear to have little cohesion and may have fulfilled their academic purpose Graen and Uhl-Bien 1995(; Burgoyne, Hirsh et al. 2004)
. More recently, and in the aftermath of the global financial crisis, attention has reverted to a reawakening of ‘pragmatic leadership’ and idea of putting straight-forward principles into functional workplace practices Mumford and Doorn 2001, p.281()
.
This paper is situated in the Australian rail industry; arguably, a pragmatic industry built practical experience and one that is presently caught-up in the global battle to attract leadership talent ARA 2008()
. Research conducted in the UK showed that Australia was investing more on leadership training than many other developed economies outside of Asia, but at the same time had the lowest level of leadership talent prepared to take-on leadership positions INFOGRAPHICS 2011()
. Australian organisations may have woken-up to the significance of leadership development, but they have yet to convert their investments into a pool of motivated talent. 
This study draws information from a wider research project undertaken by the CRC for Rail Innovation Workforce Development Program between 2009 and 2011. The research aimed to create a national framework for leadership development in rail by exploring existing capability frameworks available to Australian organisations and determining how leadership training could be directed to meet the contextual needs of rail leaders. Executives in rail were keen to develop a unified leadership capability framework in order to foster closer harmonisation between rail organisations. It was believed that a collaborative leadership development framework would not only gain greater economies of scale from sharing human resource development (HRD) investments and build a leadership culture, but also it would enable the industry to face the challenges of globalisation, skills shortages and increased completion PricewaterhouseCoopers 2006()
.  

Literature  

Many organisations express unease about the capabilities of their current and potential leaders. O'Brien and Robertson 2009()
; in fact, over 75 percent of companies surveyed in IBM’s global survey claimed that developing future leaders was an area of critical concern IBM 2008()
. In recent years, a growing number of capability frameworks have assisted in the development of leaders by providing ‘a baseline and template for discussions concerning leadership to decide the best way forward to apply skills and knowledge’ Measures and Bagshaw 2009, p.355()
. Furthermore, frameworks energise dialogue and help to make decisions about learning and skills development. Mumford, Zaccaro, Harding et al 2000()
 remind us that although capability models have not been widely applied in studies of leadership until recent times, they have been used in other areas such as education Halpern 1984()
 and the description of workplace requirements Peterson, Mumford et al. 1999()
.   
From a business perspective, capability frameworks need to align the leadership behaviours with the organisations’ values and vision; and should incorporate two major factors that Quinn 1996()
 found were present in effective organisations – organisational focus and a preference for structure. Organisational focus can be expressed in two dimensions: firstly, looking towards the development of the internal environment and well-being of people; and secondly, looking externally to align strategic actions with the customer and market demands. Thompson 1995()
 refers to this alignment process as building strategic architecture in order to gain competitive advantage from the organisation’s human capital. 
Since leaders and leadership behaviour are part of an organisation’s overall competency, it becomes critical to the success of an enterprise. To make this point, Hirsh and Bevan 1988()
 conducted a content analysis of 100 competence frameworks from 40 organisations and found that: (1) competencies concerned managers in the context of their organisation and job role, (2) competencies were associated with superior job performance and (3) competencies were defined in terms of behaviour that could be observed on the job. Furthermore, the literature makes a point that one leadership capability framework could not possible embrace every ideology on leadership, but Yeung and Ready 1995, p.543()
 indicated five outcomes that could be applied universally. They said that leadership frameworks:

1. increased the leader’s ability to articulate tangible visions, values and strategies;
2. encouraged the leader to be a catalyst for change;
3. enabled the leader to achieve results;
4. enabled the leader to empower others;
5. encouraged the leader to exhibit strong customer orientation.
Approach to research 

Taken from a larger project, this study used mixed methods to gather diverse information relating to the harmonisation of leadership capability in rail. Mixed methods research can be seen to bring greater insights and perspectives to the investigation of a problem, compared with a single method approach, and the central premise was that ‘the use of quantitative and qualitative approaches in combination provides a better understanding of research problems than either approach alone’ Creswell and Clark 2007, p.5()
.
Between 2008 and 2010, information was collected from four areas; firstly, a review of the relevant literature in relation to leadership capability; secondly, a compilation of existing capability frameworks available on-line and through industry sources; thirdly, a desktop review of an Australian competency-based management program for frontline leaders and finally, an on-line survey of leaders in seven rail organisation. These seven organisations represented almost 50 percent of the Australian rail workforce and accounted for almost 2,500 managers at varying levels of seniority - ranging from supervisors to executives. Importantly, 70 percent of rail leaders were front line supervisors and for this reason the study focused on the Australian Frontline Management Initiative (FMI) - a contextually relevant national qualification relating to the development of Australian first line mangers. 
The research findings were far-reaching and contained an in-depth examination of 20 capability frameworks and almost 700 qualitative statements about leadership capability obtained from 200 rail leaders. Information was thematically analysed using NVivo software and arranged into key findings for later comparison with the FMI qualification. The key benefits of using mixed-methods combined with a qualitative-interpretive analysis were twofold; firstly, the research provided rich feedback obtained from an on-line survey-based questionnaire and secondly, the findings were cross-referenced with the literature and existing documents to provide the need for evidence triangulation Easterby-Smith, Thorpe et al. 1991()
.       

Findings and discussion 

Research findings were organised in three stages. Firstly, generic information was drawn from an analysis of existing leadership capability frameworks and presented in tabular form. Secondly, the emerging capabilities and priorities were matched with the FMI learning units and finally, capability themes were contrasted with research findings obtained from an on-line survey of rail leaders. This process of analysis is illustrated in Figure 1:


Figure 1 – Analytical model

1. Competency frameworks
Competency frameworks are often based on a contingency approach to HRM and heavily contextualised to meet a specific need Lucia and Lepsinger 1999(; Boxall and Purcell 2003)
; therefore, a sample was drawn from organisations that had specific commonalities with the rail environment. These included a selection of fifteen competency frameworks from Australian and public sector enterprises with an industrial focus. Later, information was complemented with five examples taken from the financial sector, overseas agencies and other government organisations. Examples from the commercial sector were more difficult to obtain, but included anonymously with specific restrictions on IP and confidentiality put in place.  
From the analysis of these frameworks an inventory of 290 competencies and/or leadership attributes was identified using the NVivo qualitative software. These 290 capabilities were later condensed into thirty generic capabilities and arranged into a hierarchical order, based on the frequency they appeared throughout the analysis.  An aggregated list is detailed on the left hand side of Table 4. Finally, using information from the literature review, each of the thirty themes was expanded into a brief descriptor to clarify later interpretation. For example:
Communication Skills: Use of well-developed written and verbal communication skills including active listening, and adapting messages to suit different audiences.
From the perspective of choosing to implement first what mattered most and establishing a pragmatic curriculum priority for leadership education and training, the top five generic capabilities offered valuable insight on how leadership capability was currently evaluated in organisations. Table 1 illustrates the frequency of these capabilities as referenced in the analysis of leadership frameworks.  
Table 1 – Top five leadership capabilities
	Leadership capability
	No of references

	Relationship awareness, collaboration and partnership
	58

	Communication skills
	48

	Decision making and problem solving
	47

	Change management
	47

	Compliance with structure
	43


Analysis of the frameworks in Table 2 illustrates how these thirty themes were further reduced to nine thematic leadership clusters:
Table 2 – Nine thematic leadership clusters
	Cluster
	No of references

	Vision, values and goals
	91

	Commercial awareness
	66

	Strategy
	60

	Building relationships
	51

	Development
	44

	Making decisions and problem solving
	43

	Communication skills
	32

	Planning and completing the task
	17

	Political awareness
	10


Taken together, these two tables highlighted a straight-forward hierarchy of leadership topics. Apart from a few exceptions, the analysis pointed towards two leadership capabilities more connected with ‘softer’ skills such as relationship awareness and communication skills. Furthermore, the importance of vision emerged as a priority, but according to Mumford and Doorn 2001()
, virtually all models of outstanding leadership recognise this attribute. Beyond these top-level capabilities, attention shifted towards using these softer skills to plan, make hard decisions, solve problems and direct followers to achieve what might be interpreted as business outcomes, but in a structured and organised way. Emerging leadership areas such as work life balance, environmental awareness, global issues and workplace diversity were considered less important aspects of leadership capability.     

2. Frontline Management Initiative (FMI)
Almost fifty percent of participating organisations in this research were making use of the FMI framework to train and develop leaders, especially those leaders in supervisory roles. Therefore an important question for the research was to ascertain the relevance and utility of this HRD strategy. There were two important points to consider; firstly, in rail the number of leaders located in supervisory and front-line roles was high (73 percent). Therefore, the industry could make significant progress by developing this cohort of leaders as a priority. Secondly, only 38 percent of those front line managers surveyed had any formal qualifications so there was much potential for rail organisations to make more use of programs such as FMI. Accordingly, the analysis focused on how FMI addressed the priorities contained within the aforementioned 20 leadership capability frameworks.

The FMI pathway is a generic management education and training program, particularly suited to leaders at supervisory levels, and was developed in the mid-1990s to meet a national need. Recognising Australian identity was thought to be a significant factor in changing attitudes about management and the introduction of FMI followed extensive research that criticised the performance and effectiveness of Australian managers Karpin 1995(; Green 2009)
. It was believed that a cadre of leadership capability could be enhanced by placing education and training within a cultural context Yeung and Ready 1995()
. Currently, the FMI program comprises eleven competency areas of which five units are core studies (mandatory) and six are electives. Four core units and two elective units may be undertaken for a Certificate III qualification; and five core units and three electives lead towards a Certificate IV qualification. All units are accredited on the Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF) and administered by approved Registered Training Organisations. 
Comparing FLM with leadership frameworks
When the leadership capabilities in Table 4 were matched with the learning content contained in the five core units of FMI it was found the program would align with 50 percent of the identified 30 leadership capabilities and 60 percent of the top five capabilities listed in Table 2. By choosing two further units for a Certificate III this alignment could be increased to 63 percent, with three units for Certificate IV up to 70 percent and 80 percent for an AQF Level 5 Diploma. Five leadership capabilities in Table 4 could not be easily aligned with FMI, so achieving 100 percent was not possible in this analysis. However, the top two leadership themes - relationship building, collaboration and partnership, together with communications skills were thought to sit more comfortably as meta-competencies and contribute to all the leadership themes. Meta-competencies are not as easy to thematically define and have blurred edges which allow them to blend with adjoining capabilities. According to Burgoyne (1989), ‘the notion of meta-competency has been around for some time and is a term used to distinguish higher order abilities which are connected with being able to learn, adapt, anticipate and create’ (cited in Brown 1993, p.30)
.
3. Feedback from rail leaders
Using an on line survey instrument to gain qualitative feedback from rail managers, a total of 690 comments were received in answer to four questions. Of the 690 responses 37 percent were provided by leaders in middle management roles with the balance of responses coming from the front line and executive levels. The questions asked for a response to: (1) I would like my manager to start …, (2) I would like my manager to stop …, (3) the attributes I admire in other leaders are …, and (3) the attributes I value in my own approach to leadership are.  
Information was sorted into six broad themes through an iterative and interpretive process. A number of responses were much easier to allocate than others and many were duplicated, but the overall purpose was to capture the essence of what respondents were saying and translate this rich feedback into a meaningful typology. For example, honesty and integrity, or vision and communication, frequently appeared in the same sentences. Miles and Huberman 2002()
 and Ezzy 2002()
 remind us that analysis techniques, such as those included in this study, are used commonly in qualitative research to identify, code and encapsulate the holistic nature of respondents’ comments into subject themes. However, additional information was drawn from the literature to provide a comparative analysis and further support this line of reasoning. Finally, on completion of the analysis, a reliable indicator for each theme was defined as detailed in Table 3, although for ease of use, these six themes were later entitled: Strategic Leader, Organised Leader, Results-Driven Leader, Caring Leader, Authentic Leader and Inclusive Leader.
Table 3 – Six leadership themes
	Strategy
	How the leader visions external opportunities and translates this vision into plans and competitive advantage 

	Organisation and planning
	How the leader identifies, allocates and manages resources in an optimum way

	Results and performance
	How the leader builds a culture of improvement makes decisions and achieves productive outcomes 

	Caring and compassion
	How the leader shows genuine concern, respect and support to maintain peoples’ health and well-being 

	Authenticity and truthfulness
	How the leader demonstrates honesty, integrity, resilience and professionalism

	Inclusivity and engagement
	How the leader positively influences others, negotiates and shares ideas and uses feedback to engage individuals


The final phase of analysis considered how the six rail leadership capabilities aligned with FMI units of study and thereby completed the model illustrated in Figure 1. The result of this analysis can be seen on the right hand side of Table 4. In comparing the leadership themes with the content of each FMI unit, alignment was found in almost every area, but more pronounced in the themes of ‘strategic’ and ‘organised’ leader capabilities. For example, the table shows eight points of alignment on ‘strategic’ compared with only three on say ‘authentic’ and ‘inclusive’. 
Furthermore, the top three capabilities (excluding the top two generic capabilities) such as delivering on strategy, being organised and achieving results aligned with what ware later called the ‘harder’ elements of leadership Short, Piip et al. 2011()
. In an age where softer, people-centred leadership techniques have become popular, this hard-edged approach to leadership was frequently debated in rail circles and attributed to historical traditions and industrial development in Australia ARA 2008()
. Yet in this analysis, and using FMI terminology, it appeared the perceived role of a leader, as reported by rail managers, remained one of managing operations, innovation and change. This point was reported in an earlier study on the significance of context, when rail leaders were found to have a heightened awareness of change Short 2010()
 and is supported further by comments such as :   
‘I would like my manager to provide clear direction to his team.’
‘I would like my manager to stop procrastinating on decisions and forming views before all the facts are known.’ 
‘My manager is able to create a vision and take others with him.’

‘I would like my manager to be punctual and be more methodical.’ 
Consolidating the three frameworks

In this analysis, an interaction between the three frameworks allowed us to consider how rail managers might balance their development needs, based on an evaluation of leadership strengths as highlighted in each framework. For example, in the area of decision making, Table 4 shows this capability as the third highest priority in our analysis of non-rail capability frameworks and is therefore seen as an important facet of leadership. Decision making falls within the Managing Operations unit of FMI and upon completion of this development, the manager would have gone some way to addressing the rail leadership need for decision making as part of the ‘Results-Driven’ leadership theme. Therefore, blending three diverse perspectives that each contains a common area of development provides a straight-forward and pragmatic approach to building leadership capability. Using this approach, the significance of FMI cannot be overstated because it offered an opportunity to harmonise rail organisations on a national scale in the context of their own needs. At the same time, the three frameworks offered an element of congruity for front line managers when pursuing a sustainable leadership development program.   
Caught in the middle

In the wider research study underpinning this paper, leadership at the tactical, or middle level, was seen as vital to the success of rail performance as it so-often defined the point where strategic plans were converted into action. Earlier in this paper it was mentioned that a large percentage of responses to the on-line survey came from middle managers (37 percent). This group of managers provided valuable insight into understanding what leadership capability meant in the rail industry and their feedback was significant for three reasons; firstly middle managers had a direct impact by supporting leadership development at the front line level; secondly, middle managers in rail were well-qualified; and thirdly, middle managers had a strategic responsibility to senior levels for attaining results. For all of these reasons, middle managers had a strong interest in developing front-line leaders in areas that aligned not only with international benchmarks and national standards, but more importantly with local rail needs. This information supported findings from the literature review and captured many of the leadership capabilities identified in the sample of other capability frameworks. Furthermore, the study found more female managers working in middle management roles, but the number of managers in organisations appeared to be highly variable in proportion to the ratio of supervisory and senior management. One reason might be the combined effects of flatter organisational structures, greater devolvement of work to the front line and reported technical-bias of middle management roles in rail.  

Value to rail organisations and beyond 
Findings within the three stages of analysis contained in this report provided insight into an important area of leadership development and each stage alone offered an outcome previously unknown. First the aggregated list of capability frameworks pointed to priority areas, based on the findings of several others. Secondly, the compilation of rail-related capabilities provided the industry with an agenda for HRD, not only for leadership development, but also in wider climate or culture improvement programs. Finally, the cross-comparison with FMI located leadership development within a readily available national framework, thereby reducing the need to engage in more bespoke and potentially costly programs of learning. 
Conclusions 
The study found that leadership capability frameworks had grown substantially in the last ten years, largely in response to the increased demand from professional bodies and multi-national organisations. Leadership capability frameworks were reported to occupy the middle ground by enabling leaders to be developed as individuals, but within the constraints of a defined number of capabilities determined by the context, such as a rail setting. This development in leadership frameworks had emerged in parallel with national training policies aimed at increasing vocational achievement. For example, FMI aims to be part of a bigger strategy to increase the skill levels of all Australian managers, including those located in industrial sectors such as rail. Therefore, findings shown on Table 4 are contained to providing guidance on the priority outcomes of leadership development rather than prescribing a curriculum or training methodology. The three examples discussed in this paper, brought together as a conceptual illustration on Table 4, offered a longer-term enabling tool for the rail industry, where the principles could be embedded into a national model. Furthermore, the outcomes from this study may have some bearing on the way rail organisations incorporated leadership development into their wider HRD strategies. Perhaps the most significant finding and looking through the lens of pragmatic leadership, was a realisation that Australian rail organisations could go a long way to making their leaders future-ready by drawing on principles embedded in existing knowledge outlets and applying them practically where they mattered most – at the front line.
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Table 4 - Comparing leadership frameworks with the Frontline Management Initiative and Rail Leadership Capabilities
	Priority
	Leadership Theme
	
	Frontline Management Initiative
	
	Rail Leadership Capabilities

	
	
	
	
	
	Strategic
	Organised
	Results
	Caring
	Authentic
	Inclusive

	1
	Relationship building, collaboration
	
	Manage people
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	2
	Communication Skills
	
	Managing information
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	3
	Decision making and problem solving
	
	Managing operations
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	4
	Change management
	
	Manage change and innovation
	
	
	
	
	 
	
	

	5
	Compliance with structural
	
	Manage operations
	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	
	

	6
	Strategic thinking
	
	n/a
	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	
	

	7
	Personal attributes
	
	n/a
	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	
	

	8
	Values, integrity, ethics
	
	Leadership
	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	9
	Goal setting and results orientated
	
	Managing work priorities
	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	10
	Communicates vision and mission
	
	Leadership
	
	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	11
	Development of others, learning culture
	
	Manage people
	
	
	
	
	 
	 
	 

	12
	Working with teams
	
	Building teams
	
	 
	
	 
	 
	 
	 

	13
	Knowledge and information management
	
	Manage information
	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	14
	Effective management of resources
	
	Manage work priorities
	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	15
	Negotiates, influences and engages
	
	Manage people
	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	16
	Conflict resolution
	
	Manage people
	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	17
	Self-awareness
	
	n/a
	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	18
	Performance management
	
	Develop people
	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	19
	Customer focus
	
	Manage customer service
	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	20
	Innovation and creativity
	
	Manage change and innovation
	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	21
	Mentor, coach and role model
	
	Manage people
	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	22
	Continuous improvement
	
	Continuous quality improvement
	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	23
	Takes risks
	
	Manage work priorities
	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	24
	Manages projects
	
	Building teams
	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	25
	Motivate, inspire and empower
	
	Leadership
	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	26
	Plan and organise
	
	Manage work priorities
	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	27
	Understand diversity and differences
	
	Manage people
	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	28
	External awareness, global environments
	
	n/a
	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	29
	Community environment awareness
	
	n/a
	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	30
	Stress and  work life balance
	
	n/a
	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	
	
	
	Rail references
	
	8
	5
	3
	5
	3
	3

	
	
	
	Number of references in analysis
	
	238
	151
	113
	106
	99
	87

	
	
	
	Position
	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
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