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Network leadership is a book written by a former consulting colleague and myself 
and builds upon 60 years of combined leadership and management experience.

Mike in business, myself in the military and both in consultancy across all three 
sectors in both organisations and communities.

I was hoping to offer you it as a Christmas present, but the wheels of publishing turn 
slowly so it will be available (all being well) in March next year.

In the meantime, let me condense the fruit of our working lives into 10 minutes.
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Our basic contention is that the hierarchy is a convenient fiction, but despite being 
recognised as a fiction it still influences our approach to leadership and management, 
with top-down reporting lines and objectives shaped by teams and departments not 
the organisation as a whole.
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The reality is more like this, though perhaps slightly less sex, drugs and rock n’ roll. 

It is a social network of lateral and diagonal connections that criss-cross the formal 
hierarchy. It is hugely complex - hence our desire to simplify it.

But there are some leaders who understand how this network of individuals connect 
on the ground, who to talk to and how to bring together people in just the right 
constellation of effort that can make things happen. 

We call them network leaders.

Leaders who know that opportunities and threats do 
not come neatly parcelled to fit within the 
hierarchical structure of teams, departments into 
which we have organised ourselves. 
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Four Practices of 
Network Leaders

• Understanding the 
Social System

• Convening Power
• Leading Beyond Formal 

Authority
• Restless Persuasion

Building upon our own experience, extensive reading and discussion with other 
leaders and managers we identified four key practices that we believe exemplify 
network leaders

Understanding the Social System
Convening Power
Leading Beyond Formal Authority
Restless Persuasion
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Understanding 
the Social 

System

The first, foundational practice, is understanding the social system, which relies upon 
an intuitive understanding of four key network processes.
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Connection

Networks develop through individuals connecting with one another, who speaks to 
who, who works with who and so on.

Connections provide the structure of the network.
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Contagion

But as we are now alarmingly aware it is what flows through the network that 
matters, whether it be viruses, germs, ideas, behaviours or cute cat videos.

Left to their own devices networks develop around two further key processes… 
homophily and propinquity.
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Homophily – people like us

Homophily or ‘Birds of a feather flock together’ is our tendency to associate with 
people like us. Those who look like us, dress like us, think like us and so on.

We form tribes of like-minded people.
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Propinquity – people near us

Propinquity means we tend to associate with people near us.

We are also fundamentally lazy – we don’t move far. We tend to form networks with 
people at the desk next to us, the office next to ours, the neighbours next door and 
so on.

And these two human inclinations have consequences in terms of social capital.
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Social Capital

Bonding 
Becoming “Us”

• Productivity

• Trust

• Support

• Community

• Efficiency

Bridging
Connecting to 
“Them”
• Challenge
• Innovation
• Resources
• Effectiveness

Social capital is the power of connection. It is something network leaders possess in 
abundance. It’s not about collecting business cards, but a strategic approach to who 
and how to connect.

On the positive side, homophily and propinquity often lead to bonding social capital 
high levels of trust, productivity and efficiency - doing things right – the bedrock of 
high performing teams.

However, those same processes often lead us to be tribal and suspicious of others (I 
offer in evidence Brexiteers and Remainers, Republicans and Democrats, Northerners 
and Southerners, the Welsh and the English) – the other team sucks! 

And the organisational problem with that is siloed working and a lack of stimulating 
new ideas, we regurgitate what we already know and distrust ideas from outside. It 
lacks effectiveness – we might be doing things right but are we doing the right things?

Network leaders develop bonding social capital but also bridging social capital
ensuring that good ideas and resources are gathered from inside and outside the 
organisation and spread throughout.
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Convening 
Power

Having 
something 
to say 
worth 
listening to

The second practice is convening power, which is having something to say worth 
listening to – people will gather round to listen.
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Personal Manifesto The word ‘Manifesto’ comes from the 
Latin word ‘manifest’ which means to 
make visible or to reveal. 

Network leaders have a personal manifesto. 

Perhaps less grandiose than the Sermon on the Mount, the Communist Party 
Manifesto or the US Declaration of Independence, but nevertheless a personal 
declaration of ideals, principles and intent.

Nevertheless, it outlines the future they want, challenging assumptions and 
provoking change by causing people to evaluate the gap between those principles 
and the current reality.
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Detect the Underlying Movement

13

Who 
can?

Who 
cares?

Who 
knows?

Network leaders are also alive to the underlying currents or movements in an 
organisation that align with their own. 

They ask themselves…

Who knows about the issue?
Who cares about the issue?
Who can actually help resolve the issue?
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Leading Beyond AuthorityLeading Beyond Authority

The third practice is leading beyond authority, specifically formal authority. Having 
harnessed the underlying movement network leaders are then able to leverage 
personal power.
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Formal authority derives largely from positional power within the hierarchy – the 
power to reward, punish and demand compliance. 

However, that power declines as you move from your inner network, your own 
team/department, to the outer network of colleagues and superiors, and finally to 
the peripheral network beyond your organisation, where you have little or no formal 
authority.

Equally, the further you move from your team the further you tend to move from 
certainty and agreement - and closer to uncertainty and disagreement.

All of which requires you to lead in a different way, drawing upon personal rather 
than positional power.
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Personal Power
Personal power is a combination of attributes 
that can include the following…

• Referent power 

• Expert power

• Innovative power

• Intellectual power 

• Information power

• Communicative power 

• Connective power

Personal power is a combination of attributes that can include the following…

Referent power is the influence you gain through your character or 
personality, the extent to which people trust and like you. 

Expert power is a recognition of your technical knowledge and competence. 

Innovative power refers to the quality of your ideas and creative thinking. 

Intellectual power is your ability to think through problems, using relevant 
facts, logical analysis - and to lead with insightful questions.

Information power, in contrast to expert knowledge, is your understanding of 
the environment and context in which you operate (the social system)

Communicative power is your ability to make sense of things for other people 
in a way that resonates with both their rational and emotional minds 
(convening power). 
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Connective power is your ability to build relationships and bring the pieces of 
a network together (social capital).

We would argue that this is where real leadership lies. Stripped of formal authority 
it’s all about you. It’s about you creating a reflective space in which people can meet 
the challenge of greater uncertainty and disagreement.

And for that you need the energy and determination to be restlessly persuasive.
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Restless Persuasion

Restless persuasion is the final practice.

Hopefully, you won’t be shot and nearly killed by the Pakistani Taliban for 
championing female education, like Malala Yousufzai, but like her you do need to 
have the energy and resilience to keep going in the face of your own challenges.
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Organisational 
Antibodies

The problem is that while in the case of a viral contagion we welcome the creation of 
antibodies. 

In organisations, the antibodies try to stop us making necessary changes – vested 
interests, closed minds, fear of change and so on. 
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Being 
unreasonable… 
with a smile

So, at times you just have to be unreasonable… but 
with a smile.

It’s not about being obstinate and pig-headed (well 
not always). It’s about challenging the way we do 
things around here. Challenging, when necessary, 
what the majority believe to be reasonable.

To paraphrase George Bernard Shaw…

“The reasonable person adapts themself to the 
world: the unreasonable one persists in trying to 
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adapt the world to themself. Therefore, all progress 
depends on the unreasonable person.”
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Network 
Leaders…

• Recognise that the hierarchy is 
not the organisation.

• Get things done through 
connection and contagion.

• Appreciate the power of social 
capital - bonding “us” and 
bridging to “them”.

• Build the system they need.

• Develop personal power.

• Are unreasonable… with a smile.

In conclusion, we suggest that network leaders…

Recognise that the hierarchy is not the organisation.
Get things done through connection and contagion.
Appreciate the power of social capital - bonding “us” and bridging to “them”.
Build the system they need
Develop personal power
And are unreasonable… with a smile.
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