

















MIT's Leadership Center

WHEN SPEAKING LAST FALL with a colleague at another
top U.S. business school about how leadership is being taught at
their respective institutions, Professor Deborah Ancona was told,
“We are trying to catch up with MIT.”

As the faculty head of the two-year-old MIT Leadership Center,
the mere recollection of the story brings a smile to Ancona’s
face, in the same way that a proud parent might mention a
recent milestone of his or her young child.

“The novelty of what we do here at the Leadership Center is we
engage people at so many levels,” says Ancona. “I've been teach-
ing here for 25 years, and it does not get better than this.”

The central focus of the Leadership Center is framed around a
few key principles, not the least of which is the Institute’s mens
et manus ethos (Latin for mind and hand), where one is expected
to understand the foundational in order to execute the practical.

“The ‘mind’ part includes multiple models of leadership and
teams, and the ‘hand’ part means that our students know how to
make change happen when they leave here,” says Ancona.

Professors Orlikowski, Van Maanen, and Ancona

At the core of this foundation is the Four Capabilities Leadership
Model, developed in 2002 by Professors Ancona, Wanda
Orlikowski, Tom Malone, and Senior Lecturer Peter Senge, as “a
powerful tool for understanding and integrating the four critical
components of leadership: sensemaking, relating, visioning, and
inventing.”

“We are a center committed to distributed leadership,” says
Ancona. “There’s no longer one omniscient person at the top who
hands down the answers. We are a globalized world, working in a
hypercompetitive environment. ... There has to be a different way
of thinking about how we consider leadership.”

“We give [the students] concepts and tools,” says Orlikowski, the
Eaton Peabody Chair of Communication Sciences and Professor
of Information Technologies and Organization Studies, “but
that'’s just the beginning.”

28 MITSloan | Winter 2008

FOUR CAPABILITIES LEADERSHIP MODEL

VISIONING

INVENTING RELATING

SENSEMAKING

A beginning, says Executive Director Mary Schaefer, with no clear
end in sight as the MIT Leadership Center continues on its evolu-
tionary path.

“We are like a research and development lab,” says Schaefer, “and
the Center is developing and advancing the role of leadership. One
of the things we look at is, ‘Why leadership at MIT?’ Where better
than MIT to combine management and technology with leader-
ship? It's a powerful combination for today’s world.”

Included among the programs that fall under the Center’'s umbrella
that bring students together with some of the world’s top business
practitioners and theorists are the semiannual SIP sessions (see

p. 25), the Dean’s Innovative Leader Series, and the Sloan
Leadership Conference. In addition, more than 100 X-Teams,
mainly comprised of executives in custom executive education
programs, have been created, following a model developed by
Ancona that demonstrates how teams manage external and inter-
nal dynamics to improve performance in the workplace.

“We're not just focused on theory, but also on how we get people
to catalyze action,” says Ancona. “It's about the doing, so people
don’t just leave here knowing, they’re doing. Doing is central to
who we are.”

“From the very beginning, I've said MIT has a special opportunity
and a special responsibility to provide leadership in a society which
is becoming increasingly technical,” says Dana Mead, PhD '67,
chair of the MIT Corporation. “I think the Leadership Center can
serve a great, great need by being a catalyst, an intellectual center
where the best ideas in leadership can be brought home.”



What also seems to work are the variety
of experiential opportunities, via SIP
week, the Dean’s Innovative Leader
Series, and the Sloan Leadership
Conference, where experiences run

the gamut from simulating a Bosnian
peace-keeping mission from the 1990s to
receiving public speaking tips from the
world’s Toastmaster champion. Among
the more recent additions to the MIT
Leadership Center is a “think tank” com-
prised of top-notch academics and prac-
titioners, as well as members of MIT’s
Media Lab and Harvard, who are explor-
ing what it takes to make organizational
change and how to do it more effectively.

Says Ancona: “At the MIT Leadership
Center, we focus on developing and test-
ing research-based models along with
action-based learning, with a particular
focus on developing leaders and leader-
ship at all levels of an organization.”

“The MIT Leadership Center—like
MIT—is about doing rigorous, practice-
based research and applying it in the
world to make a positive difference,”

says Mary Schaefer, executive director
of the Center. “MIT has always operated
that way.”

“The Leadership Center is a lot about
< r»
how to,”” says Ancona.

FROM THEORY

TO PRACTICE

It is the week after the October 2007 SIP
session and the mailbox outside Ancona’s
office is not simply full, it is overflowing.
Upon entering her office and its picture-
perfect view of the Charles River and
Boston, one sees a larger reflection of
what is likely contained within the stacks

of mail: invitations for speaking engage-
ments, management books to read, and a
host of folders and papers for review.

If the week had not been busy enough,
it was made even more so by the
Leadership Center’s Advisory Council
meeting, a daylong gathering of the
non-governing board comprised of
influential leaders from all sectors who
provide advice and support to Ancona
and the staff. Ancona reports that the
meeting went well, and relays a story told
to the Council members by Ian Livett,
a senior project manager with BP, who
had recently used the Center’s Four
Capabilities Leadership Model “to great
effect.”

Livett had been placed in charge of
overseeing the resumption of oil produc-
tion in Prudhoe Bay, Alaska, the origin
for 8 percent of the country’s overall oil
production, which was temporarily shut
down due to corroded pipelines. In the
normal-case scenario, the situation—with
hundreds of thousands of barrels of oil
per day at stake—would require replace-
ment of up to 16 miles of pipelines on
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the North Slope of Alaska and would

not be remedied for a minimum of 12
to 15 months.

“He told me that he kept the model

in the back of his mind every day,” says
Ancona, “but it was not only in his
brain, it had become part of his behavior.
He used visioning, sensemaking,
inventing, and relating to help plan
and implement alternative means of
restoring production ... he met with
the many stakeholders, and he had all
these people working with him instead
of against him.”

The result: the 15-month, normal-case
scenario was ultimately resolved with
Prudhoe Bay back to its full production
schedule in 80 days.

“He honed the skills as well as the
theory,” says Ancona, “and that is the
model of how we are going to change the
people who are going to go out and make
a difference in the world.” @ @ ®
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