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characterize public and private sector organizations in order to construct a plausible 
explanatory model. A key difference between the sectors is the contextual purpose of the 
organization: “for the public good” in public sector organizations and for the benefit of owners 
in private sector organizations. Though there has been a long term comparative interest, 
these differentials in context are a neglected area in the leadership field.In the development of 
a rationale, two key question are posed: “Are there grounds for assuming differentials in the 
approach to leadership that is needed and preferred in public and private sectors?” and “To 
what extent are assumed differentials real or illusionary?” In answering these questions, the 
analysis of concepts identifies key influences on leadership and leadership formation.The 
model constructed provides a transect of influences on leadership that are behavioural, 
contextual, perceptual and “expectational”.From these, the study recognizes that the values 
orientation of leaders and the leadership system is a critical variable and identified three 
states: ducocentrism whereby the predominant concern is on leadership; bureaucentrism 
where the predominant concern is the organization and its functioning; and egocentrism in 
which leaders pursue mainly self interests which may be in conflict with the other areas. 
Societal expectations become the overall criterion judging behaviour. These values 
orientations can differ between public and private sector organizations so that there can be 
expectations of different values which may characterize behaviour of leaders and leaderships 
systems.The paper concludes with five recommendations for research and concept 
refinement. 
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Public and Private Sector Differentials in 

Leadership: Developing a Conceptual Model 
 

Michael O’Mullane, Charles Sturt University, Australia 
 

 
his exploratory study examines leadership differentials that characterize 
public and private sector organizations in order to construct a plausible 
explanatory model of intra sectoral leadership behaviour. Though there 
is some blurring of distinction of private and public sector ownership 

with joint cross sector ventures, partnerships and the occurrence of “not for profit” 
private organizations, a significant difference between the two sectors is that public 
organizations focus on serving the public, or work for the public good, and private 
sector organizations focus more on achieving outcomes the shareholders expect under 
an agency model of delegation by owners to employee managers and leaders (Barney 
and Hesterly, 1999; Charkham & Simpson, 1999; Learmount, 2002, pp 7-12; and 
Pratt & Zeckhauser, 1985). “Not for profit” private sector organizations, such as, 
foundations and benevolent societies, may serve other private sector firms and 
contribute to the enhancement of the reputation of the private organizations that fund 
them and indirectly contribute to their marketing and publicizing their brand and 
image. These later organizations are not specifically included in this paper because of 
this.   

The rationale for this study is twofold. First, though there is now substantial 
knowledge on leadership and a commensurate range of definitions and applications, 
there has been less attention given to leadership in specific organizational and 
governance environments that is exemplified by the broad division of organizations 
into public and private sector contexts. For example, Goffee and Jones (2000) 
reported that there were approximately 2000 new books appearing in English each 
year but a broad survey of works published has shown that these are predominantly 
not focusing of contexts as illustrated by private and public sector differences but on 
applications to problems, personalities of leaders, attributes of leaders, currently 
popular leadership models, such as, breakthrough leadership and transformational 
leadership, forms of leadership influence on organisational outcomes, biographies of 
leaders and on gender differences.    

Related to this is the position taken by O’Mullane (2004) and by Chait, Ryan, & 
Taylor (2005) that governance is a level of leadership and the form of governance 
undertaken provides a form of leadership. 

Second, there are growing numbers of examples whereby individuals with 
leadership capability and demonstrated capacity in one sector are changing to roles in 
the other sector. It is important, once a definition of leadership is established, to 
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identify if leadership is different according to circumstances and contexts 
characteristic of the organization and its orientation to public or private good. This is 
not a reconfiguration of situational or contingency leadership (Blanchard, Zigarmi, & 
Zogarmi, 1996) but a realization of the particular circumstances in which the 
socialization of individuals and groups in leadership skills and qualities in an 
organization is influenced by the organization itself so that what an organization 
assumes is “good leadership” is evident in individuals who develop into leaders. 

Consequently, this study intends to contribute to leadership theory enhancement 
and to the refinement of a conceptual framework that can guide both further empirical 
research and theory refinement in the context of public and private sector 
organizational differences.    

 
 

Background 
 

Though there has been a long term interest in organizational leadership and the 
development of a large number of theoretical perspectives and explanatory models 
(e.g., see Antonakis, Cianciolo, & Sternberg, 2004; Avolio & Gardner, 2005; Daft, 
2004; O’Mullane, 2003; Spycherelle & Hampden-Turner, 2001; Yukl, 2006), there 
has been less development of leadership theories in relation to the organizational 
ownership and governance contexts.   In this respect, there has frequently been an 
overstatement and simplification of differentials in public and private organizations as 
distinct from similarities. These alleged differentials are a neglected area in leadership 
theory but need to be more clearly articulated, particularly, as many public sector 
organizations attempt to emulate approaches in the private sector and many private 
sector organizations use the language of the values and societal interest more typical 
of the public sector, whether genuine or not, as a marketing and image enhancement 
strategy. The work, Articles on leadership in government (www.GovLeaders. org) 
provides a summary of a number of works on leadership public sector organizations 
and there are a large range of other works with implications for an examination of 
public and private sector organizational leadership differentials including those by 
Hoojberg & Choi (2003), Perry and Rainey (1988), Savas (1982), and Steinhaus and 
Perry (1996). 

In addition, there have been developments in the privatisation of public 
organisations in a number of economies, such as, public utilities, banks, insurance 
companies and transport, so that the practices of former but now privatized, public 
organizations are being challenged by the new stakeholders, not necessarily with the 
intention of “public good”. The examination of differentials is needed for an enhanced 
understanding of leadership and to contribute to an appreciation of the processes of 
leadership and leadership development in and for each sector.  

One observation of the sectors provides examples of why recognition of the 
differentials is important. 

 
“The unique environment of public sector life brings with it challenges rarely even 

contemplated by corporate leaders. Part of the problem relates to who public sector 
organisations are meant to serve. Privately-owned organisations, despite an 

admirable trend towards corporate citizenship initiatives and environmental self-
regulation, have in essence one very simple overriding concern: their bottom line. In 

the public sector, leading an organisation with a statutory obligation to act on the 
public's behalf is a far more messy and demanding process. With no profit to turn, and 
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no market to capture or expand, leaders must deal with the unwieldy task of improving 
the quality of life for everyone they serve.” (Scottish Leadership Foundation, 2002) 

 
However, the analysis of private and public sector organizations has not as yet 

informed the study of leadership more generally in the same way that there was a 
previous focus on similarities and differences in “management” between the sectors, 
distinguished often by the term “administration”, when “management” was used in a 
public sector context (for example, see Urwick, 1943). Confusing the discussion is the 
nominal relationship between leadership and management that has received particular 
attention by such writers as Zaleznik (1977) and Kotter (1990a and 1990b). This has 
stimulated widespread discussion on apparent management and leadership 
differentials and has promoted both debate and research on the nature of differences 
in leadership and management so that in the first decade of the 21st Century, there is a 
strong focus on the nature, characteristics and implications of “leadership” as distinct 
from “management”, a position which now seems to be entrenched in the lexicon of 
management-leadership understandings. This divergent approach to a dichotomous 
management-leadership relationship has not clarified the distinctiveness of sector 
context leadership.  

For an analysis of public and private sector differentials, there is a key question 
that can be posed:   

Are there grounds for assuming differentials in the approach to leadership needed 
and preferred in public and private sectors? 

With this question is a related one of the reality of the differences.  Consequently, 
a secondary question is: 

To what extent are assumed differentials real or illusionary? 
 
 
Establishing an Exploratory Framework 
 

To establish a framework to examine the differentials, it is necessary to identify 
factors that can be recognised as influencing leadership and leadership formation.  

Ducocentrism: Leadership as the Manifestation of Organizational Purpose.   
O’Mullane (2003) has developed a definition of leadership as a system for navigating 
the organization to achieve its purposes through future uncertainties and unknowns. 
This may entail manipulating controllable influences and attempting to anticipate 
challenges to the pursuit of organizational purpose.   Assuming that the core 
difference in the broad purpose of private and public sector organizations is the focus 
on the benefits to respective primary stakeholders, leadership in public sector 
organizations would be expected to concentrate on contributing to the public good of 
the host society, whereas leadership in private sector organisations would be 
concentrating of benefiting the organization’s owners, even it that would not 
necessarily be consistent with the public good. Exemplification of this focus is a state 
of ducocentrism (O’Mullane, 2006a), a word derived from classical Latin, dux, 
meaning leader, which is used here to mean the magnitude of leadership focus by 
leaders and the pre-eminence of leadership in the process of pursuing an 
organization’s purpose. 

Cultural and National Diversity in Differentials. Cultural and national differences 
in approaches to leadership and leadership style preferences are now more fully 
understand and appreciated following works by researchers, such as, House et al. 
(2002), Hofstede (1980 and 2001) and Lim and Daft (2004). This is significant for 
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theory development because it adds another dimension to leadership analysis which 
could be a factor in differences across sectors as well as across economies and 
national cultures.  

Macro and Micro Political Influences. Apart from market forces in the broader 
sense, both public and private sectors to varying degrees, are influenced individually 
and as sectors by politics and government legislation and practices which affect the 
legal status of organizations, their identity, market access, their purpose, branding and 
operations. Organizational leadership needs to address these sector specific 
characteristics in order to influence the achievement of preferred organizational 
outcomes and, also to varying degrees, to adapt approaches to leadership within the 
organization. However, the influence of politics poses a number of dilemmas for 
public sector organizations and are not evident in the private sector where there are 
frequently very clear and unambiguous directions (Northern Ireland Executive) and 
processes to follow that are determined by the governance mechanism, such as a 
board of directors. 

Influences of Personalities and Styles. There is a large body of literature which 
shows the influence of personalities of leaders on leadership style and effectiveness, 
and the success of organizations (e.g., see Kirkpatrick & Locke, 1991). There is a 
need to recognize that any difference between sectors may be derived from leader 
personality, which could be because the personality style is the preferred style or, 
tolerated more in one sector than another, which results in greater success in 
appointment of individuals to leadership roles that manifest that style. In extreme 
cases, an individual personality that is dominated by self interest behaviour, coupled 
with a position of authority, can result in strong egocentrism, whereby the self and 
personal gain is placed ahead of other responsibilities.    

Self interest as a contributor to aberrations of expected leadership and 
organizational behaviour has been highlighted in the last decade by a number of 
instances of corruption in private sector organizations (e.g., see Bahls & Bahls, 2002; 
Business Wire, 2002; BBC News, 2003; Ulick, 2002). 

Values and Corporate Social Responsibility. The values of an organization and the 
values of individual members of the leadership team influence organizational 
approaches to internal and external challenges and the attitudes to societal 
expectations, such as, meeting social corporate responsibilities, and the genuineness 
of organizational practices in meeting these expectations, whether public or private 
sector. In these respects, there has been a growing interest in leadership values and 
ethics (e.g., Bass & Steidlmeier, 1999; Fusaro & Miller, 2002; Griseri, 1998; Harris, 
1990; Hoffman, et al., 2001; O’Mullane, 2006a and 2006b; Peterson, 2004; Turner, et 
al., 2002).    

Professional and Organizational Socialization. Individuals, including those who 
are employed in leadership roles, and those who evolve into these within an 
organization, behave to varying degrees under the influence of the organization and as 
continuous learners in the organizational socialization process. The specifics of 
organizational socialization can be influenced by organizational and professional 
conventions and organizational and group cultures, and by the evolutionary change of 
these. Significant among these professional and socialization influences are the 
impacts of supports to learning outcomes, such as, rewards and sanctions, and the 
degree of institutionalization of these behaviours and norms, well described in the 
viewing of the relationships of behaviour, organizational structures and large size by 
Weber (1947) as bureaucracy, used in the sociological, rather than popular sense. A 



 

CSU Research Output 
http://researchoutput.csu.edu.au 

focus on the organization and its rules and mechanisms can be judged as a form of 
bureaucentrism.  

Collectively, these six sets of influences can help shape leaders as individuals in 
their organizational roles, and leadership processes (e.g., as described by Sheard & 
Kakabadse, 2004) which may be manifest as extreme instances in the structuring of 
leadership as, or a combination of, hierarchical or dispersed leadership.  

Figure 1 depicts three foci of leadership which are ostensibly different in typical 
public and private sector organization.  The Figure is an adaptation and application of 
a model developed by O’Mullane (2006b) in a different context used here for the 
recognition of orientation of leadership and values. 

Figure 1 indicates that leadership can have three differing approaches to values 
that influence behaviour: (1) focus on the leadership role (ducocentrism – focus on the 
position in leadership and doing leadership), (2) the self (egocentrism – focus on 
personal values and personal gain) and (3) the organization (bureaucentrism – focus 
on doing what the organization needs) but there are varying degrees of overlap.   In 
extreme cases, these three sets of values and the focus could have only minimal 
overlap, or alternatively, coincide completely so there are no differences. This second 
extreme is unlikely to exist. All of these orientations are within the values space of 
society which has certain norms and related expectations for organizations, and for 
leadership but with varying degrees of compatibility. It would normally be expected 
that societal values overlap with the other sets but in extreme cases, such as, with 
corruption or dishonesty, or ethical aberrations, that these would not be tolerated by 
the host society so that the individual or positional values would have minimal 
overlap with societal expectations and tolerances. 
 
Figure 1. Leadership Orientations in Organizations Adapted from O’Mullane  
(2006a) 

 

 
 

          Leadership Orientations in the Organization  
- Values

Personal ValuesPositional values 

Organizational valuesOrganizational values

Ducocentricism

Bureaucentricism

Egocentricism
Societal         
Values 



 

CSU Research Output 
http://researchoutput.csu.edu.au 

 
Table 1 compares the concepts of private and public sector organisations using 

these values sets as comparative criteria. Note that there are a number of areas in 
which the descriptors are similar but can be different in others. The former includes 
ducocentrism, as a focus on leadership, potentially at the risk of alienating other areas, 
can be expected to be strong in both sectors but style could be different as could be 
the supports for “good leadership” practices.   The latter, sociocentrism, is where the 
purposes of organizations in between sectors different significantly so that one intends 
to support society and other, the owners. With each A range of attitudes and operating 
values could be assumed with each so diversity could be expected. 

On balance in weighing up the two sets of sector descriptors, it can be argued that 
there are two main sector differentials. These came from their differing purposes that 
influence and set limits acceptable leadership and organizational behaviour, and the 
degree of organizational and leadership toleration of aberrations from societal 
expectations in order to achieve the intended outcomes for primary stakeholders, 
whether that be the “public” for public sector organizations, or the “owners or 
shareholders” for private sector organizations, 
 
Table 1. Orientation Criteria of Public and Private Sector Organizations 
Orientation/Sector Public Private 
Broad Purpose For the “public good” For the benefit of the 

shareholders under governance 
conventions 

Ducocentrism Strong expectation but to steer 
the organization for the “public 
good” 

Strong expectation but for the 
service of the shareholders 

Egocentrism Not encouraged but personal 
contracts and bonuses have 
become more common as 
controls and inducements to 
achieve 

Personal contracts and bonuses 
are used for “control” in the use 
of discretion by managers and 
for rewards and sanctions to 
gain compliance and encourage 
risk  

Bureaucentrism Larger organizations may be 
highly structured and rules 
based. Traditional approach and 
expectation for leadership 
support is to follow the “rules” 
and the conventions 

Corporations are bureaucratic in 
the Weberian sense (Weber, 
1947) and demand loyalty both 
to the organization but to the 
shareholders through the 
conventions of governance 

Sociocentrism Usually a formal component of 
statement of intent as a function 
of government but there may be 
national differences in the 
perception of the role of public 
organizations. 

Frequently claimed in social 
corporate responsibility criteria 
in organizational objectives and 
vision statements. 

 
 
Leadership: Illusions of Differentiation or Differing Contexts of Applications 
 

A core question raised earlier was about the degree to which the assumed 
differences are real or illusionary. The work of Gemmill & Oakley (1996) indicates 
that leadership in general may be illusionary and a self fulfilling prophesy because the 
concept promotes a dependency relationship and creates a structure between “leaders” 
and “followers”. That position may be more of a focus on hierarchical leadership that 
on leadership per se. The absence of hierarchical leadership can be substantiated with 
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respect to small professional organizations, such as law and medical firms, where 
decisions may be shared so that no one member is the leader but shared leadership is 
integral to the organization and leadership does not assume a hierarchical relationship 
as demonstrated by O’Mullane (2005), Hirsh & Sheldrake (2000) and Pearce & 
Conger (2003). The work of Nutt and Backoff (1993) indicates that alleged 
differences may come from mutual misunderstandings about how organizations 
undertake management and leadership in each sector. Clearly, if leadership, whether 
as a hierarchy or as more dispersed set of processes and roles, is related to the 
achievement of organizational outcomes, then differences are a reality because of the 
different conventions and controls of practices in each of the two sectors guided by 
their broad purposes. In this respect, large organizations in both sectors are 
predominantly structured hierarchically as an effective approach to use of resources 
and functions, and areas of responsibility and accountability, in order to promote 
efficiency in pursing organizational purposes. Consequently, the structure of 
leadership may not differ across sectors but the values orientations and leadership 
approaches and strategies may differ significantly.   

 
 

A Plausible Model 
 

Figure 1 and Table 1 above depict the relationship of leadership orientations and 
assumed differences in public and private sectors. The details can now be used to 
establish a general model in which the context of leadership, that is, whether public or 
private sector, and the leadership behaviours can be reviewed to provide the core 
components for further study.   The model constructed entails the key influences of 
the intended outcomes of organizations and the active and passive roles of leadership 
in fulfilling stakeholder expectations. Stakeholder differentials between the two 
sectors are paramount as are the “motives” for organizational and leadership action 
and outcomes generation.  

Figure 2 illustrates the model. There is a gradation of influences on organizational 
leadership from the broad context evident through a transsection to include 
organisational behaviour, the expectations as influences of the organization and its 
members for leadership, the perception of leadership by the incumbent (where a 
senior, single leader as in a hierarchical system, or, where there is a leadership team) 
to the orientation of leadership to promote and maintain the organizational effort to 
undertake the purpose, whether that be for the public” or for owner “good”.    

Depending on the style and “personality” of the leadership system, then there 
could be forces of leadership pushing out to influence perceptions, expectations, 
organizational behaviour and the context; or forces of a strong context pushing in to 
mould leadership and the related organizational behaviour, expectations of 
organizational members and the perceptions of leadership by leadership. These are, 
respectively, centripetal and centrifugal forces.    
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Figure 2. General Model of Gradation of Influences on Organizational Leadership 
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The direction of forces could tend to be hypothetically different according to 

sector. For private sector organizations under an agency model of delegation by 
ownership, the influence of leadership, which is frequently playing a role as both 
contracted employee and a shareholder, is seen as significant so the model for that 
sector would be predominantly one in which the pushing out would be preferred. For 
public sector organizations, the direction would be predominantly pushing in. The 
variability of these assumptions could come from the strength of the leadership 
system, so that strong leadership may have a dominant influence on the other 
“influences”. 

  
Figure 3. Graduation of Influences on Leadership in Public and Private Sectors 
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These are depicted in Figure 3. Not that the Figure represents public sector 

leadership as being strongly influenced by external forces whereas private sector 
leadership trongly influences the organizational environment 
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The brief exploratory analysis reported in this paper indicates that there is a prima 
facie case for seeing that sector leadership differentials are consequence of differences 
in broad organizational contexts and their impacts on leadership and organizational 
behaviours and culture which are institutionalized through leadership selection and 
socialization reflected in organizational expectations for leadership and the 
perceptions of leadership by incumbents whether that be in a hierarchical or 
dispersed structure of leadership.    

Leadership differentials are also evident in the degree to which organizational 
leadership is oriented under influences of duco-, bureau-, and egocentrism consistent 
with societal expectations. The model developed in this paper portrays public sector 
leadership as being more controlled by the primary stakeholders and influenced by a 
high degree of ambiguity with less discretion whereas private sector leadership is 
frequently guided by clearer directions to meet owner or shareholder expectations 
with less ambiguity of task. 

The analysis indicates a number of areas for research and concept development. 
First, a number of case studies of leadership differentials within one or more national 
economies need to be undertaken to assess the degree to which leadership between the 
sectors is consistent with the hypothetical model developed in this study. This would 
confirm the applicability of the model to leadership differentials in specific national 
contexts where national culture is controlled. 

Second, it would be valuable in confirming the usefulness of the model to assess 
the degree to which leaders and leadership systems manifest evidence of 
ducocentrism, bureaucentrism, and egocentrism as values and the relative impacts of 
these on leadership and organizational behaviour. 

Third, there is a need to confirm that these values sets differ across the two sectors 
and the degree to which this is a consequence of organizational values and the 
socialization of organizational members and leadership. 

Fourth, there is a need for a study of organizations which change from public to 
private sector ownership and governance and the longitudinal analysis of the impacts 
on leadership. 

Fifth, there is a need for study and analysis of the strength of leadership 
personalities on the character of public and private sector organizations to determine 
the degree to which organizational characteristics can be influenced over time by 
specific leaders and leadership and how these can differ between public and private 
sectors. 
 
 
Summary and Conclusions 
 

This paper has presented an exploratory examination of leadership differentials 
that characterize public and private sector organizations which has resulted in the 
construction of a plausible explanatory model of intra sectoral leadership behaviour. 
The key difference between the sectors is the purpose of the organization: “for the 
public good” in public sector organizations and for the benefit of owners in private 
sector organizations. 

The study has identified key influences on leadership and leadership formation 
that include (1) the perception of leadership as the manifestation of organizational 
purpose; (2) cultural and national diversity in leadership; (3) macro and micro 
political influences; (4) influences of individual personalities and styles of leadership; 
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(5) values and corporate social responsibility; and (6) professional and 
organizational socialization.    

From these, the study recognized that the values orientation of leaders and the 
leadership system is a critical variable and identified three states: ducocentrism 
whereby the predominant concern is on leadership; bureaucentrism where the 
predominant concern is the organization and its functioning; and egocentrism in 
which leaders pursue mainly self interests which may be in conflict with the other 
areas. Societal expectations become the overall criterion judging behaviour. These 
values orientations can differ between public and private sector organizations so that 
there can be expectations of different values which may characterize behaviour of 
leaders and leaderships systems.   

The analysis facilitated the construction of an explanatory model that provides a 
transect of influences. External influences may play a more significant role in 
leadership in public sector organizations than in private sector organizations. 

The paper has concluded with five recommendations for research and concept 
refinement. 

Although focusing on public sector leadership, number of the recommendations in 
a summary of a report by The Chartered Management Institute (UK) on public sector 
leadership in the UK, are relevant in drawing the discussion together. These are the 
need to develop leadership capacity in the public sector (see also the Strategy Unit, 
Prime Ministers Office (UK)), stronger alliances between public and private sector 
organizations, and the need to develop the capacity to handle the political dimension 
of leadership more effectively. It could be argued that these could also apply to 
private sector organizations. 

In conclusion, it appears that the concerns for divergence between public and 
private sector organizations tends to ignore the similarities and the complementary 
roles played by sector organizations. It would seem that good leadership should 
develop capacity, not only to work well within an organization but to work with other 
organizations within the sector and with organizations in the other sector.  
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