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Introduction and Background 

Why is it that anytime the concept of leadership is mentioned in the context of Africa, 

people’s minds go straight to political leaders? Is leadership simply about heading a 

government? Could the concept exist at the organisation level? Does leadership exist at a 

community and/ or individual level? Do we need a more holistic leadership concept in 

order to deal with the challenges of African leadership? What role can universities play? 

 

Starting off with the latter, it is no longer contentious that universities play an important 

role in ‚forming‛ and ‚norming‛ leaders – of the past, present and most importantly, 

future, 1  it is instructive to take a holistic view of the concept – from political leaders 

(including prime ministers and presidents at the macro level) through captains of 

industry (i.e. the CEOs of top multinationals at the meso level); to individuals within 

their community (at the micro level).  Borrowing a leaf from the analysis of leadership 

on INSEAD’s blogosphere,2 where an article entitled ‚Leadership in crisis – where are 

the heroes?‛ raised an interesting question as to ‚who‛ rather than ‚where‛ the leaders 

are / were – irrespective of whether they are heroes or villains. It seems, and is arguable 

to suggest, that leadership is a universal and all-encompassing construct. Indeed, the 

views of three established INSEAD professors, provides some further grounding for this 

commentary: 

 

1. First, Douglas Webber, INSEAD Professor of Political Science argued that ‚what 

the world is witnessing is not the failure of leadership or policies in one country or 

another, but a crisis of collective international leadership.‛ Such universality 

enshrined in the collectivism of Webber is also ‘laced’ with further underlying 

traits such as being devoid of egocentric tendencies and capable of long-term 

success.   

 

2. To this end, and second, Stewart Black, another INSEAD Professor pointed out 

that, ‚fundamentally, the leadership agenda has to match the contextual situation for 

long-term success.‛ He went on to argue that, ‚one of the greatest skills of a leader [is 

                                                 
1 INSEAD Past, Present and Future. Online at: http://50.insead.edu/our-history  
2 John Church (2012) http://knowledge.insead.edu/INSEAD-knowledge-leadership-crisis-

110922.cfm 

http://50.insead.edu/our-history
http://knowledge.insead.edu/INSEAD-knowledge-leadership-crisis-110922.cfm
http://knowledge.insead.edu/INSEAD-knowledge-leadership-crisis-110922.cfm
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the ability] to put ego aside and look at the situation and match the leadership agenda to 

it.‛   

 

3. Likewise, Allen Morrison, the third INSEAD Professor whose areas of research 

include global leadership and strategy, argued that at times of great stress and 

uncertainty, the people of the world tend to look-up to their leaders for 

inspiration and a way out. More specifically he pointed out that: ‚While we may 

have strong leaders […] the public is looking for leaders who can bridge the divide 

[between the haves and the have nots, privileged and less privileged, but only a few] have 

risen to the challenge. Unless you can meet somewhere in the middle through 

persuasiveness and compromise, there are few options.‛ 

 

It is in the light of these commentaries that this article evaluates the concept of 

leadership in Africa at three levels of analysis (political, corporate and communal, see 

figure 1), all in a bid to provide a holistic conceptualization of what constitutes a ‚meta-

analysis,‛ as well as its implications for the development of the continent.  

 
Figure 1: A Holistic Model of Leadership in Africa 

   

 

 

                                                  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Authors’ own conceptualization 

 

Political Leadership  

At the macro level, political leadership in Africa has been a major ‚L’enfant terrible,‛ 

from the longest documentation of dictatorial regimes, military interventionists, coupists 

and vote riggers (amongst others) – where personal ego has been a key driver. Just to 

cite a few examples, the musical chair of leadership in Ghana, from the early days of 

Kwame Nkrumah through Jerry Rawlings , the late John Atta Mills and current 

leadership of John Dramani Mahama (author of My First Coup d’état) - is a sign that 

leadership could be either egocentric or altruistic at the national level.  

 

Ego-centric leaders have, however, been the mainstay of the African political landscape 

– Robert Mugabe of Zimbabwe; Paul Kagame of Rwanda; Colonel Mengistu Haile 
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Mariam and Meles Zenawi of Ethiopia; Arap Moi of Kenya; Kamuzu Banda of Malawi; 

Cote D’Ivoire under Laurent Gbagbo; Liberia under Samuel Doe and Charles Taylor; 

Nigeria’s Babangida and Abacha regimes; and the epileptic South African regimes in the 

Apartheid era, which ended in 1994 and the ongoing tussle between Jacob Zuma and his 

supposed youth wing ‚leader,‛ Julius Malema3 (who lacks a clear articulation of the 

concept of leadership, but nonetheless remains loved by the mostly uneducated majority 

of the voting public), the concept of leadership might yet be taking upon a new 

meaning.  Needless to add the recent travails of the gun-toting ‚boy scouts‛ in Mali led 

by Captain Amadou Sanogo who supposedly toppled4  the legitimate government 

before facing its own reprisals from Taureg rebels in the north (who have also posed a 

threat to one of the few UNESCO Heritage sites in Africa, Timbuktu).  Finally, Yahaya 

Jammeh5 has been accused of numerous human rights abuses along with his threat to 

summary execute Gambians on deathrow.  An act he halted amidst international outcry. 

 

Corporate leadership 

At the meso level , leadership takes on a more finite definition, considering that 

multinational enterprises (MNEs) from developing countries in the sub-Saharan African 

(SSA) context have lagged behind their BRIC (Brazil, Russia, India and China) peers – 

from banking and finance, to telecoms, retail, manufacturing and general services. Just 

to cite a few examples, the banking sector does not seem to have improved very much in 

the continent despite the reforms in Nigeria (including the proposed launch of higher 

denomination N5000 bills, which have now been shelved). 

 

Furthermore, in a recent report on the top 30 MNEs in SSA (henceforth T-30),6  these 

were found to span industries varying from financial services, through oil & gas, 

telecoms and transport, as well as other diversified businesses (including a wide variety 

of businesses ranging from construction to agriculture to hotel chains, retail companies 

and agribusinesses).7  To highlight the clout of these MNEs, the reports showed that the 

T-30 grew at an annual rate of almost 30% between 2006 and 2009, ‚far outpacing their 

global competitors, including Standard & Poor’s 500 biggest American firms.‛ The annual 

revenues of the T-30 also ranged from US$240 million (Kenya Commercial Bank) to 

US$2.4 billion (Oando, a Nigerian-based energy company). This is to the extent that 

James Mwangi, CEO & MD of Equity Bank, Kenya and a member of IGD’s Frontier 100 

network declared ‚there is so much untapped potential in these markets-potential for revenue 

as well as opportunity to create jobs and reduce poverty.‛  

 

                                                 
3 See BBC News online at: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-19628499 
4 BBC News (29 June 2012) Mali crisis: Who's who? Online at: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-17582909 
5 BBC News (15 September 2012) Gambia's President Jammeh halts executions amid outcry. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-19610206 
6 http://dalberg.com/sites/dalberg.com/files/IGD-Dalberg_Pioneers-on-the-Frontier_0.pdf  
7 See also the following Press Release on Allfrica.com: online at 

http://allafrica.com/stories/201105120915.html  

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-19628499
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-17582909
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-19610206
http://dalberg.com/sites/dalberg.com/files/IGD-Dalberg_Pioneers-on-the-Frontier_0.pdf
http://allafrica.com/stories/201105120915.html
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According to Mwangi, due diligence and long-term orientation were sine qua non for 

success at this level: ‚Partnerships are critical to achieving a company’s full potential, as 

Equity Bank’s success has shown. By using the strategies outlined in this report, and by thinking 

long-term, other companies can grow and help change policies that will encourage additional 

economic development.‛ Indeed these elements highlight the missing-middle of leadership 

at the meso level, as noted in a quote from Daniel Altman, Director of Thought 

Leadership at Dalberg Global Development Advisors (authors of the T-30 report):  

‚These homegrown multinational companies bring the best practices in 

management, operations and governance wherever they go in the Sub-Saharan 

region […] they can professionalize markets in ways that boost income and 

employment for entire sectors.”8  

 

Nowhere is this better illustrated than in the consideration of the ‚halo effect‛ – a 

situation where a publicly admired CEO (e.g. Steve Jobs) transfers his appeal to the 

brand (Apple) – and how this may form another basis of evaluating leadership at the 

meso level.  But first, it is worth highlighting the communal/ individual or micro level of 

leadership. 

 

Community Leadership  

Not a lot of progress has been made at this level since Mohamad Yunus and the 

Grameen bank experiment which culminated in the Nobel Peace Prize to this individual 

in 2006. Indeed, leadership at the micro-level has been a paradox of individual 

achievements, where corporate leaders, especially those at the helm of financial 

institutions have been adorned the label of ‚Banksters‛ drawing upon the 1929 

Depression-era term that blends banker and gangster, as reported in The 

Economist.9  Despite efforts to regulate better behaviour in banking, there is ample 

evidence that little has changed. According to Craig Smith: ‚[…] four years into the 

economic crisis, a Harris poll of US adults in 2012 found that 70% believed ‘most people on Wall 

Street’ would be willing to break the law if they believed that they could make a lot of money and 

get away with it.‛  

 

At the heart of leadership failures of the 21st century, have been individuals or group of 

individuals – from supposed role models to entrepreneurs such as Bernie Madoff who 

literally made off with people’s life-savings; Raj Rajaratnam, jailed in 2011 for Wall 

Street’s biggest insider trading scandal; to the recent scandal at the Swiss Bank UBS.10 

Likewise banks still cannot be trusted, whether in terms of risk management (JP Morgan 

                                                 
8 Initiative for Global Development (6 May 2011) Africa: Multinational Companies Outpace 

Developed World Counterparts. Online at:  http://allafrica.com/stories/201105120915.html 
9 See Craig Smith’s article online at: http://knowledge.insead.edu/INSEADKnowledge-Banksters-

The-scandals-continue-120824.cfm 
10 See the award to UBS whistleblower Bradley Birkenfeld. Full citation: BBC News (12 September 

2012) Tax cheat whistleblower Bradley Birkenfeld gets $104m. Online at: 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-19574806  

http://allafrica.com/stories/201105120915.html
http://knowledge.insead.edu/INSEADKnowledge-Banksters-The-scandals-continue-120824.cfm
http://knowledge.insead.edu/INSEADKnowledge-Banksters-The-scandals-continue-120824.cfm
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-19574806
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Chase); money laundering (HSBC); trading with a rogue State (Standard Chartered); 

deceptive practices (Goldman Sachs); or outright systemic corruption such as falsifying 

LIBOR rate information (Barclays). 

In the context of Africa, however, leadership traits can be detected in successful 

entrepreneurs who have changed the lives of many in their communities. Indeed many 

examples of these have been featured on the CNN’s ‚African Voices‛ as well as the 

BBC’s ‚Inside Africa‛ – from the most prominent Nigerian restaurant chain, Mama Cass; 

through Ghanaian Herman Chinery-Hesse, ‚Africa’s Bill Gates‛ renowned for his e-

commerce revolution into remote corners of Africa; to the likes of Alek Wek from South 

Sudan; Sierra Leone’s Kandeh Yumkella; Ivorian-born businessman Tidjane 

Thiam; Nigeria’s Obi Emelonye; and Atlanta based Ugandan immigrant, Derreck 

Kayongo, just to mention a few. Indeed the latter two have a critical story to reflect upon 

at this level.  

 

While Derreck Kayongo is the founder/CEO of The Global Soap Project, who has resorted 

to giving hope to the underprivileged back home, through his social entrepreneurship 

initiative – give them soap to give them hope (personal hygiene being central to the 

cause), award-winning Nigerian film director Obi Emelonye is using his movie, "Last 

flight to Abuja," to campaign for better aviation safety over African airspace. 

 

Discussions & Conclusions 

From the foregoing it is persuasive to argue that the concept of leadership, as 

conceptualized in the African sense, should be viewed from a more holistic perspective. 

Indeed there is a need for adopting a stance of understanding the full meaning of 

leadership in Africa and its concomitant implications for the development of the 

continent.  From the three levels discussed in this article, with their divergent traits (due 

diligence, altruism, resilience, trust, accommodation, compromise, long-terminism), it is 

obvious that Africa needs to begin seeing leadership beyond mere political realms. Only 

then can the continent begin to mainstream its current label as the ‚Last frontier‛ of 

economic development, especially in these trying times.  

 

More importantly, it looks very likely that the ‚halo effect‛ that has been used for 

making brand-associations with CEO’s resilience, as epitomized in the case of Apple 

(maker of world-changing technology gadgets – iPod, iPhones and iPads) and the genius 

of its founder, the late Steve Jobs, could be reversed in the case of Africa. For example, 

both Paul Kagame and Meles Zenawi can be, respectively, celebrated, for ending the 

1994 Rwanda genocide; and receiving the World Bank’s nod as Africa’s best reformer in 

2012, as well as ‚trumping‛ the rest of the BRIC and even Gulf-rich states in taking 

delivery of the Dreamliner for Ethiopian airlines – a major and trusted force in Africa’s 

dangerous skies (devoid of national carriers especially in the sad case of the most 

populous nation, Nigeria). 
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