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SOCIAL LEADERSHIP IN EARLY YEARS 

What is Social Leadership? 

 

Social Leadership is leadership that is relevant for what some are calling the Social Age. 
Guglielmo and Palsule (2014) suggest that the Social Age is defined by three characteristics: 
the socialisation of information, the predominance of global networked communities, and the 
birth of the prosumer. In contrast to consumers, who consume goods and services that have 
already been created, prosumers play a role in the creation of the goods and services that 
they wish to spend money on. These characteristics have effects on the way that 
organisations are structured and what makes them successful. For example, Guglielmo and 
Palsule argue that ‘networked communities are fast becoming the dominant societal and 
organisational form’ (p. xiv). What this means is that rather than organisations defining 
themselves in neat terms of who is officially employed and who is not, successful 
organisations need to make sense of themselves in terms of networked communities that cut 
across geographical space or official organisational contracts, and instead are based on 
shared cultural identities, passions and interests. Organisations become ‘more deeply 
connected community based structures that work best when they harness the shared 
interests of employees’ (p. xvi). Guglielmo and Palsule refer to this as the ‘Social Energy’ in an 
organisation – so harnessing and working with this Social Energy becomes the primary task of 
leaders in the organisation. 

Guglielmo and Palsule use the metaphors of ‘military general’ and ‘mayor’ to describe further 
this shift in leadership. While a military general believes that they need to determine a clear 
direction for the organisation and then ensure that all those in the organisation are following 
this direction, the mayor is more interested in influencing others – in harnessing Social Energy 
across the community in order to engage in complex problem solving. The Social Age requires 
complex, rather than linear, problem solving because in the Social Age, agents in an 
organisation cannot be controlled or predicted, and organisations themselves are constantly 
changing and adapting as a result of the interactions within. To give an example, a CEO of an 
organisation might deliver key messages to employees at an annual conference. Members of 
the organisation now have the means to engage with these messages in a myriad of ways, 
enabled through the rapid communicative potentials of the Social Age. Members of the 
organisation might have had an entire conversation about the CEO’s messages on Twitter 
even before the CEO has left the stage. In such a scenario, leaders need to work with these 
complexities rather than trying to stop them from happening. In this particular example, they 
need to find ways to harness the Social Energy of the Twitter debates rather than attempting 
to control what gets said and by whom. In embracing the organisation as a complex self-
organising system, there emerge new productive potentials from the organisation.  

“successful organisations need to make sense of themselves in terms of networked 

communities that cut across geographical space or official organisational contracts, and 

instead are based on shared cultural identities, passions and interests." 
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Organisations suited to the Social Age are based on interconnectedness and community. Dee 
Hock – founder of Visa – is cited as saying: ‘All institutions are no more than a mental construct 
to which people are drawn in pursuit of a common purpose: a conceptual embodiment of a 
very old, very powerful idea called community’ (cited on p. 23 in Guglielmo & Palsule, 2014). 
In such a community-oriented organisation, there will be the maximum distribution of 
resources and power available, authority will be distributed (non-hierarchical), actions will be 
voluntary wherever possible, leaders will influence change rather than demanding it, and the 
organisational structures will be highly adaptive and flexible. So an organisation fit for the 
Social Age will need to support its members, giving them space to develop and to respond 
creatively to the challenges they encounter; it will generate a sense of common purpose; and 
it will readily engage with the external environment and work in partnership with 
environmental shifts.  

Stodd (2016) suggests that the primacy of community in Social Leadership comes about 
through the collision of formal and social spaces, so that formal structures are now only a part 
of the equation in social influence, while informal structures have a significant effect on what 
we can make happen in an organisation. Since these informal structures are not dominated 
by traditional forms of authority, organisations are witnessing a ‘rise of non-hierarchical, 
socially moderated authority’ (p. 38). This requires humble leadership – the principle 
characteristic of Social Leadership according to Stodd. He describes humble leadership in 
terms of openness where the primary form of influence is the sharing of stories, ideally stories 
that have been co-created within the organisation using social collaborative technologies.  

 To summarise, theories of Social Leadership posit that organisations in the Social Age need 
to adopt forms of leadership that prioritise harnessing Social Energy. Harnessing Social Energy 
involves influencing others in both formal and informal structures, building a strong sense of 
community that transcends the traditional parameters of the organisation. Principles of 

…the ‘rise of non-hierarchical, socially moderated 

authority’ (Stodd, 2016, p. 38) 
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community – those relating to membership, affinity and connectivity – can support the 
development of adaptive practices in organisations. Traditional notions of leadership that 
position it as the responsibility of particular individuals within an organisation, with formal 
hierarchical roles, are unsuccessful in accommodating the reality that in contemporary 
organisations anyone can have an influence. Social Leaders make use of this reality by building 
a strong sense of community – primarily through shared storytelling – that then enables the 
distributed influence to a positive force for the organisation.  
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