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In 1969, Training and Development Journal
wasfirst topublish Blanchard and Hersey's
innovative leadership theories. The article
was reprinted in June, 1979. Here's a con-

densed version of the original.

Over the years, recognizing task and relationships as
important dimensions of leader behavior has pervad-
ed the works of management theorists. These dimensions
have been labeled variously as:

| autocratic and democratic

| authoritarian and equalitarian

> employee- and production-oriented

> goal achievement and group maintenance
% task ability and likability

I instrumental and expressive

I efficiency and effectiveness.

The differences seem more semantic than
real.

It was believed that task and relationships
wer e styles of leader behavior and, therefore,
should be depicted as a single dimension
along a continuum, moving from very authori-
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Revisiting

the Life-Cycle
Theory of Leadership

BY PAUL HERSEY AND KEN BLANCHARD

In the past decade, Paul Hersey and Ken
Blanchard haven 7 worked together much and
have taken different stands on leadership.
But on this occasion, they reunite to revisit

their early ideas about |eadership.

ersey: I'm concerned that people who are reading

the title of our 1969 article, "Life-Cycle Theory of
Leadership,” for the first time may mistakenly think it's
about how someone leads from atop a popular piece of
fitness equipment.

Now, most people refer to the life-cycle behavioral model
as "situational leadership." People have described the model
variously as a touchstone, cornerstone, map, compass, Sex-
tant. and powerful lens. That said, it's a pleasure to pick up
a pen (now computer) again with Ken Blanchard.

Blanchard: When | was asked to write a commen-

tary to our original article, |1 was thrilled to know-

that situational leadership is still alive and well, 25
years after the idea was born. | began to reminisce.
The article was written when Paul and |

were both at Ohio University. | was an adminis-
trative assistant to the dean of the business college;



Revisited

tarian (task) to very democratic
(relationships). Later, that idea
was dispelled. In 1945, studies by
the Bureau of Business Research
at Ohio State University ques-
tioned whether leader behavior
could be depicted on a single
continuum. The studies identified
"initiating structure" (task) and
"consideration” (relationships) as
the two most important dimen-
sions of leadership.

"Initiating structure" refersto a
leader's behavior in delineating
the relationship between himself
and staff members and in en-
deavoring to establish well-de-
fined patterns of organization,
communication, and procedures.
"Consideration" refersto behav-
ior indicative of friendship, mutu-
al trust, respect, and warmth in the
relationship between a leader and his
subordinates.

Follow-up studies found that peo-
ple's leader ship styles varied consid-
erably. Some leadersrigidly structure
followers' activities in terms of task
accomplishments; others concentrate
on building and maintaining good
personal relationshipswith followers.
Some leaders exhibit both task and
relationships behavior. And some provide little structure
and don't develop interpersonal relationships. The overall
conclusion: Patterns of leader behavior are separate and
distinct dimensions plotted on two separate axes rather
than a single continuum.

In their Managerial Grid, Robert R. Blake and Jane S.
Mouton popularized the task and relationships dimen-
sions of leadership, using them extensively in organiza-
tion- and management-development programs. On the
grid, five types of leadership based on concern for pro-
duction (task) and concern for people (relationships) are
located in a four-quadrant matrix that was created by the

Ken Blanchard

lllustration by Ellen \\elnstein

Paul was chairperson of the man-
agement department. 1 heard
about an organizational behavior
course Paul taught, so 1 asked if [
could sit in. “No one audits my
course,” he said. “If you want to
take it for credit, you're welcome.”
I was taken aback, bur my wife
Margie helped me get my ego out
of the way, and I signed up.

The course ended with a pre-
sentation of William Reddin's 3-D
model, an outgrowth of Blake and
Moutorn's Managerial Grid. The
3-D maodel suggested that there
was no best leadership style. Lat-
er, Paul and [ began developing
the “Life-Cycle Theory of Leader-
ship,” as 4 model and as an article
for Training & Development. The
theory's name was inspired by

parents’ need to change their "lexder-
ship” styles as their children progress
through infancy, adolescence, and
adulthood. We felt that the same logic
held true for managing new, develop-
ing, and experienced workers.

From life-cycle to

situational leadership

In the 1972 edition of our book,

Management of Organizational Be-
havior: Utilizing Human Resources, we began using the
term "situational leadership" rather than "life-cycle theory
of leadership." And we made other important changes.

With the development of situational leadership, we em-

phasized that the dimensions of leadership were "task be-
havior" and "relationship behavior." Earlier models—such
as Blake and Mouton's Managerial Grid and Reddin's 3-D
Management-Style Theory—used attitudinal dimensions,
such as "concern for production,” "concern for people,"
"task orientation,” and "relationship orientation." We ar-
gued that there could be best attitudes for managers but
that there was no best |eadership style. For example, al
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Figure I: The Managerial Grid
The following quadrants represent degrees of the leadership
styles, "concern for people" and "concern for production.”
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Ohio State studies. (See figure 1 on thispage.)

Concern for production becomes more important to a
leader as hisrating advances on the horizontal scale; con-
cern for people becomes more important as his rating pro-
gresses up the vertical axis. On both axes, a rating of "9'
reflects maximum concern.

Some experts support either an integrated-leader style
(high task and relationships) or a permissive, democratic,
and human-relations approach (high relationships).

In the Ohio State studies, Andrew W. Halpin said, "Ef-
fective or desirable leadership behavior is characterized
by ratings on both "initiating structure" and " considera-
tion." Halpin concluded that the ideal or best leader style
combines both.

Blake and Mouton'sgrid implies that the most desirable
leader ship style is "team management” (maximum con-
cern for production and people) and that the least desir-
able is "impoverished management” (minimum concern
for production and people).

Styleto fit
Recent empirical studies show that no single all-purpose
leader ship style is universally successful.

In 1966, psychologist A. K. Korman reviewed studies
on the relationship between the dimensions "initiating
structure" and "consideration" and studies on various
measur es of leader effectiveness, including group produc-
tivity, performance under stress, absenteeism, and
turnover. Korman concluded, " Despite that 'consider ation'
and 'initiating structure’ have become bywords in Ameri-
can industrial psychology, little is known how those vari-
ables predict work performance.”

Fred E. Fiedler—in testing his contingency model of
leader ship in more than 50 studies from 1951 to 1967—
concluded that both directive, task-oriented leaders and
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managers should be concerned about production and
people. But that concerned attitude can be expressed in
different leadership styles, depending on the situation.

In the 1969 article, we didn't label the four leadership
guadrants. With the development of situational leader-
ship. we called quadrants 1 through 4 "telling," "selling,"
"participating,” and "delegating."

In the past 30 years, situational leadership has under-
gone several advancements. We continued to work to-
gether on the model until 1979. Since then, our separate
clients and colleagues have helped us grow with the mod-
el. releam it. and gain a new and deeper appreciation of
the subtle dynamics of influence and leadership. At times,
our separate journeys have taken us down different paths,
with diverse conclusions. In a way, the journey has been
similar to raising a child. Most children have a unique rela-
tionship with each parent. One can argue the differences,
or celebrate them. We've chosen to celebrate. Having re-
spect for each other's opinions provides a common
ground from which we can continue to develop situation-
a leadership and its applications.

Then and now

When the "Life-Cycle Theory of Leadership" article was
published in 1969, management hierarchy and the com-
mand-and-control approach to people management were
alive and well. When situational leadership came along,
some managers and trainers got excited. But the managers
were gtill considered to be in charge. In fact, it was rare to
involve followers in discussions about their own develop-
ment level and readiness. The terminology used then—su-
perior, subordinate, department head, hired hand, super-
visor, and laborer—would probably have rendered such
discussions fruitless.

Now. managers speak of change as a constant process.
Many can provide detailed explanations of empowerment,
total-quality control, team development, and partnering
for performance. In essence, a transformation has oc-
curred since the original article. Now, it's generally accept-
ed that leadership is done with people, not to people.

Asfor us, now we may use different labels to conceptu-
alize the leadership styles of situational leadership. But we
feel that our approaches aren't that different. The years
have taught us that within the simple and useful model,
artistry and sophisticated skills are needed within each of
the four styles:
| telling or directing
| persuading or coaching
* participating or supporting
« delegating.

To understand the available options within the four
quadrants, just ask several leaders to describe each style.
You'll get pages. The critical point: Leaders select the de-
scriptors that best draw them into the appropriate style for
a particular situation. For example, both coaching ancl
persuading are types of style 2. Yet, when you think of
someone coaching or persuading, different mental pic-
tures come to mind. We need such variety to meet the mo-
ment-to-moment changes now required of leaders.

In the current workplace, applying situational leader-
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nondirective, human-relations-oriented leaders are suc-
cessful under some conditions. Other investigators have
also shown that different leadership situations require dif-
ferent leader styles.

Empirical studies support the idea of no normative or
best style of leadership. Successful leaders can adapt their
behavior to meet followers needs and the particular situa-
tion. Effectiveness depends on the leader, the followers,
and situational elements. Leaders must be able to diag-
nose their own behavior in light of their environments.
Variables include a leader's organization, superiors, asso-
ciates, and job demands.

For example, in crisis-oriented organizations such as
the military or police, evidence shows that the most ap-
propriate leader styleishigh task. There'sno time for talk-
ing things over or explaining decisions. Behavior must be
automatic.

But a high-task style might not be effective in all mili-
tary situations, aswhen officerstrained at West Point were
sent to command outposts in the Arctic. The scientific per-
sonnel there didn't respond favorably to the task-oriented
behavior of the combat-trained officers. In such cases, a
theoretically poor leader ship style may be appropriate.

Effective leaders must be able to diagnose the demands
of their environments and adapt their leader styles to fit.
Or, they must change some or all of the variables.

Attitude versus behavior

The dimensions of the Managerial Grid are attitudinal, a
concern for feeling or emotion toward something. The di-
mensions in the Ohio State studies measure how people
behave. A conflict develops when one draws behavioral
assumptions from analyses of the grid's attitudinal dimen-
sions. In many organizations, a high concern for both pro-
duction and peopleis desirable. But managerswith a high
concern don't always
find it appropriate to
provide high struc-
ture or socio-emo-
tional support.

For example, if a
manager's subordi-
nates are emotionally
mature and able to
take responsibility for
themselves, the ap-
propriate leadership
style may be low task
and low relation-
ships. In such cases,
a manager permits
subordinates to par-
ticipate in planning,
organizing, and con-
trolling their own op-
erations. He plays a
background role and
provides socio-emo-
tional support only
when necessary.

Figure 2:

The Life-Cycle Theory
of Leadership

The quadrants represent degrees
of the dimensions, "task" and
"relationships.”
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ship means more emphasis on the tasks or activities tar-
geted for change or improvement. The first step in using
the model has always been to decide on the task. But for a
host of reasons, people tend to generalize or look at too
large a piece. To effectively assess an employee's needs, a
leader may have to break a job into smaller elements.

As times changed, so did our thinking about diagnosing
peoples' abilities to perform a specific task and the termi-
nology used. During the 1960s, the term "maturity” in ref-
erence to assessing people didn't seem offensive. Now. it
does. In the area of assessing job-performance needs, we
have drawn diverse conclusions.

But first, the common ground. We would both state
with conviction that situational leadership isn't as much
about leadership as it is about meeting followers' (em-
ployees') needs. Getting people to focus on followers can
improve leadership skills more than trying to teach a par-
ticular leadership style.

But we now frameour content in the context of separate
life experiences. We serve best by not becoming prisoners
of our own doctrines and by not letting commercial reasons
cause us to give a false appearance of unity.

Group development and leadership
Blanchard: The work of colleagues Donald and Eunice
Parisi-Carew on group-development theory was the initia
impetus for me to create phase 2 of situational |eadership.
The Parisi-Carews cited the research of Lacoursiere, who
studied the development stages of groups over time and
perceived a sequence:

| orientation. When group members first convene and
are eager to participate but unsure how to work together.
| dissatisfaction. When working together turns out to be
more difficult than anticipated.

> resolution. When group members learn how to work
together well.

» production.

The Parisi-Carews showed that the necessary |leader-
ship styles for moving a group through those stages corre-
spond to the flow of the four situational-leadership styles:
directing, coaching, supporting, and delegating.

Style 1, directing, is appropriate for the orientation
stage in which goals and roles must be clearly defined.
Style 2, coaching, is essential for moving through the dis-
satisfaction stage in which the group needs direction, sup-
port, encouragement, and listening to. Once a group
reaches the resolution stage, the leader's role can change
to style 3. supporting. By then, the group provides itsown
direction. In the final production stage, an outside observ-
er shouldn't be able to determine the designated leader.
Then style 4, delegating, is appropriate.

The Parisi-Carews argued that if groups go through
these stages, why would the development process for in-
dividuals be different? They were especially concerned
about our original model's first two levels of maturity: "un-
willing and unable" and "unable but willing." They
thought that the first level of development or maturity
should be "willing but unable," in order to correspond
with the initial orientation stage of group development. In
talking with practicing managers, that made sense. Most of
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Thelife-cycletheory
Korman has said, "What's needed is a systematic concep-
tualization of situational variance as it might relateto lead-
ership behavior." He suggests a curvilinear relationship
between two dimensions ("initiating structure" and " con-
sideration") and other variables. We've developed the
Life-Cycle Theory of Leadership, based on a curvilinear re-
lationship between two dimensions (task and relation-
ships) and maturity, in an attempt to provide leaders with
some understanding of the relationship between an effec-
tive leadership style and followers' level of maturity. The
theory emphasizes the followers. (See figure 2.)

Followers are vital because individually, they accept or
reject a leader. Asa group, they determine a leader's degree
of personal power. Asfollowers' level of maturity increases,
appropriate leader behavior requires less structure and less
socio-emotional support. Maturity is achievement, relative
independence, and the ability to take responsibility. These
components are often influenced by people's education
and experience. Age may
be a factor, but ifs not di-
rectly related to maturity

* Maturity IS

in the Life-Cycle Theory. achievement,
_ St_ructured tasl_< behav- relative
ior is appropriate for .
working with "immature" independence,
people. Leader behavior and the abi”ty
should move from high-

to take

task/low-relationships be-
havior to high-task/high-
relationships behavior.
As followers mature, a
leader should move from high-relationships/low-task be-
havior to low-task/low-relationships behavior.

The Life-Cycle Theory suggests a basic style for differ-
ent levels of maturity in meeting specific contingencies.
Still, it may be necessary to vary one's style within the four
quadrants. For example, when parents are using a high-re-
lationships stylewith a child in college, it still might be ap-
propriate to initiate some structure if they discover the
child isn't behaving as maturely as expected.

The Life-Cycle Theory isevident in organizationsin the
interaction between superiors and subordinates. In work-
ing with highly trained and educated research-and-devel-
opment people, the most effective leader style might be
low-task/low-relationships behavior. But in the early
stages of a project, the leader must impose a certain
amount of structure as the project's requirements and lim-
itations are established. Then the leader can move rapidly
through the project cycle back to a mature low-task/low-
relationships style.

Most groups in our society don't reach the backward-
bending aspect of the cycle. Some evidence suggests that
as people's level of education and experience increases,
appropriate movement in that direction will take place.
Yet, job demands might be a limiting factor in the devel-
opment of workers' maturity.

For example, an assembly-line operation in an automo-
bile plant is highly structured. It offers little opportunity
for workers' maturation. They have minimal control over

responsibility m
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us hire winners—people who are experienced and al-
ready developed in a particular job and who can operate
effectively using style 3 or 4. Or, we hire potential winners
in need of training, who may be low in ability (knowledge
and skills) but high in willingness to learn a particular job.
The Parisi-Carews also thought that the second level of
development or maturity should be "unwilling and unable,"
in order to correspond witli the dissatisfaction stage of group
development. Many managers told us that when people take
on a new task in which they're inexperienced, disillusion-
ment often sets in because they find that they need more
time and energy than they anticipated to gain competence.
This new thinking required us to reconstruct how we
looked at people and how we represented their develop-
ment stages. We needed to depict individual growth in a
way that moved from an enthusiastic beginner to adisillu-
sioned learner to a capable-but-cautious performer to a
self-directed achiever—from developing to developed.

Solid touchstones

Hersey: The term "maturity” became obsolete when the
model evolved from a life-cycle, broad view of leadership
to a situational-leadership, task-specific view. It took a few
years for us to abandon the attempt to explain what we
meant by "maturity." But in the effort to explain it. we
came to understand followers better. A profound insight
for me was realizing that managers embrace complex
learning willingly, if one provides a few solid touchstones.
After creating such well-researched, sophisticated expla-
nations as "psychological maturity" and "job maturity," we
were humbled to find that managers frequently distilled
these elaborate terms into the simple and timeless phrase
"ready, willing, and able.”

Generally, "readiness" is the amount of willingness and
ability a follower demonstrates while performing a specif-
ic task. We previously understated the degree to which
willingness and ability interact to determine readiness.
Discovering more about that interaction has resulted in
significant refinements in our thinking.

The number one error in diagnosing willingness is to
view someone who is insecure or apprehensive as unmoti-
vated. Willingness is a combination of varying degrees of
confidence, commitment, and motivation. Any one of those
variables can be prepotent—have influence over the others.
For example, | may be completely committed to a job, quali-
ty, and the organization. | may be motivated to do well. But
if I'm insecure about my ability to do the job, my insecurity
must be addressed before | can move toward full readiness.
Someone or something will have to help me over the hurdle.

Ability is determined by the amount of knowledge, ex-
perience. and demonstrated skills a follower brings to a
task. A diagnosis isbased on the actual display of ability. It's
important not to select a leadership style based on beliefs
about what followers should know. A frequent error is to
affect knowledge and then hold followers accountable for
skills they haven't had an opportunity to demonstrate.

Being task-specific is critical to the success of a correct
diagnosis, surpassing the implication that readiness is lin-
ear or that it's accomplished in a highly predictable pro-
gression. | would agree with Ken: Most people enter a
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their environment. And they're often encouraged to be
passive, dependent, and subordinate.

For years, experts have argued that because one man
can supervise only a few people, managers should have
limited control. The suggested number of subordinates
per supervisor ranges from 3 to 30. Generally, the belief is
that the number should decrease as a supervisor moves
higher in the organization. Yet, the Life-Cycle Theory sug-
gests that control may not depend on management level
but on subordinates maturity.

The more independent, able to take responsibility, and
achievement-motivated subordinates are, the more of
them a manager can supervise. It's theoretically possible
to supervise an infinite number of subordinates, if all are
completely mature and responsible for their jobs. That
doesn't mean there's less control; such subordinates are
self-controlled.

Because people at higher organization levelstend to be
mor e mature and need less supervision, it seems reason-
able that top managers should be able to supervise more
subordinates than their lower-level counterparts.

Rensis Likert has found that high-performing supervi-
sors tend to be employee-centered (high relationships);
job-centered (high task) supervisors tend to supervise
low-producing sections. Likert asked which variable was
causal: Is the supervisor's style causing the level of pro-
duction' Or, isthe production level encouraging the style?

A problem liesin implementing these findings. Practi-
tioners may read that employee-centered supervisors tend
to have higher-producing sections than job-centered su-
pervisors. So, they encour age supervisorsto become more
employee-oriented. A foreman who has been operating as
task-oriented and authoritarian for years may be encour -
aged to "get in step with the times."

Returning from a human-relations training program, the
foreman will probably try to utilize some of the new tech-
niques, even though they're not compatible with his per-
sonality. As long as things run smoothly, there's no diffi-
culty. But the minute a crisis develops, he revertsto his
old style. Then he becomes inconsistent, vacillating be-
tween the new and old styles.

Changing a manager'sstyleis difficult and takes consider -
abletime. Yet, industry invests millionsin training to change
their managers styles. Fielder hassaid that a person'sleader-
ship style reflects his or her basic motivational and needs
structure. "At best, it takes one to three years of intensive
psychotherapy to effect changes in personality structure.”

Likert has said that it takes from threeto seven years, de-
pending on the size and complexity of the organization, to
implement a new management theory. The effort might not
even be appropriate. It's questionable whether a low-per-
forming work group will suddenly leap to high productivity
with an employee-centered supervisor. In fact, they might
view him as a soft touch. The supervisor must bring them
along slowly, becoming more employee-centered and less
job-centered asthey mature. The key isreinforcing " succes-
sive approximations,” behavior that comes closer to a super-
visor's expectations of good performance.

Change must be gradual, a result of planned growth and
creating mutual trust and respect. ¢

NOW
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new job position or task at readiness level 2 instead of 1.
which improves their accuracy in diagnosing develop-
ment and helps them become more responsive in dealing
with aregression in performance. Leadership intervention
can occur anywhere along the readiness continuum.

The next phase
Blanchard: When | developed phase 2 of situational lead-
ership. generating a debate with Paul Hersey was the fur-
thest thought from my mind. I'd rather beat him in golf.
The book Ordering Your Private World (Oliver-Nelson,
Nashville, Tennessee, 1985), by Gordon McDonald, de-
scribes the difference between people who are "driven”
and people who are "called." Driven people think that
they own everything, including relationships, possessions,
and ideas. They spend all of their time defending what
they own. Called people think everything ison loan. They
shepherd and nurture what comes into their lives. Situa-
tional leadership has been on loan to Paul and me for a
long time. Even though we've shepherded it differently
over the past 10years or so, | hope we've nurtured it well.
Blanchard and Hersey: Responding to followers' needs
is the surest way to achieve effectiveness and success. If a
model provides a better understanding of people with
whom you work, and if communications improve, the
model is a great leadership model. If either version of our
model encourages you to be follower-driven, celebrate! «

Paul Hersey ispresident of Leadership Sudies Productions,
230 West Third Avenue. Escondido. CA 92025. Phone
619/741-6595; fax 619/747-9384. Ken Blanchard is co-
founder ofBlanchard Training and Development. 125State
Place, Escondido, CA 92029. Phone 619/489-5005; fax
619/489-8407.
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