The case for
ARC
Leadership

An interview with Richard Boston, Managing Director at
LeaderSpace and author of ‘ARC Leadership: from surviving to
thriving in a complex world’

It’s easy to say leaders should be Authentic, Responsible and Courageous, but what’s the
evidence that these three qualities will deliver genuine value to leaders and their
organisations? And why these three over all the other admirable qualities we might look for
in a leader?
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There are countless qualities we might use to describe an ‘ideal’ leader: wise,
determined, focused, fair, intelligent, creative, inspiring, charismatic,
transformational… The list goes on. So why have you chosen to focus on these
particular three?
Some qualities are red herrings. You need a certain amount of
intelligence, for example, but the research shows it’s not a
great predictor of success as a leader – and too much
intelligence can get in the way of leading effectively. Other
qualities do show up consistently and convincingly in the
research but are requirements or natural by-products of being
simultaneously Authentic, Responsible and Courageous.
Leaders who are true to themselves, bold in their vision and
approach, and encourage their people to take due
responsibility for something bigger than themselves will be
inspiring. Being focused and determined means being
Courageous in deciding what not to do, too – to make difficult
sacrifices and have the necessary difficult conversations with
staff and other stakeholders.
I’ve also found that the qualities we want in those who actually
lead us are quite different to the qualities we see in the great,
‘ideal’ leaders whose leadership we experience only from afar –
the famous generals, politicians, innovators and revolutionaries
we’ve been taught to adore. By putting these people on
pedestals, we risk discouraging those everyday leaders who’ve
no aspirations to change the fate of nations or have their
names recorded in the history books. ARC offers all of us
something that is both aspirational and realistic: they’re
qualities we all have and can all improve upon.

“This book has had a real
impact on me. I absolutely
believe these three ARC
qualities are necessary to
become a better leader.
Business schools in
particular would do well to
pay attention: given what’s
gone on in corporations
over the years, they need to
take greater responsibility
for producing future
business leaders who aren’t
simply able to profitably
grow a business, but are –
to their core – Authentic,
Responsible and
Courageous.”
Karen Lombardo, former
Worldwide Head of Human
Resources, Gucci Group

In your book, you argue that these three words – Authentic, Responsible and
Courageous – offer so much more in combination than any one of them does in
isolation. Can you tell us more?
You’re right, and that’s one of the reasons I’ve chosen to focus on these three qualities in particular. They’re
great in isolation. That’s why we have a whole literature on Authentic Leadership, a growing movement trying
to get leaders and their organisations to be more Responsible and a few good books, articles and TED talks
aimed at helping us be more Courageous. What’s often overlooked, though, is the interaction between these
three qualities. Sometimes they help each other, but all too often they get in each other’s way.
Plenty of people in the banks and hospitals who’ve made the news for the wrong reasons want to do the
Responsible thing, for instance. The problem is that they lack the courage to stand up to peers and seniors
who are acting irresponsibly. For some of some them, that lack of courage will be rooted in the tension
between their responsibilities to customers or patients and their responsibilities to their families. They’re
afraid that if they stand up to malpractice, they’ll lose their jobs and that’ll affect their ability to provide for
people who are relying on them.
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So how do these three qualities help each other?
In two ways. Firstly, in the way they combine to address key challenges we face as leaders in organisations.
It takes authenticity, responsibility and courage to create and
maintain trust, for example – something that’s in increasingly
Being ARC helps leaders…
short supply in the private, public and ‘third’ sectors. Being
ARC also helps us inspire commitment in an increasingly
 Create trust
diverse and transient workforce, in spite of ambiguity and
 Inspire commitment – in staff
continual change – not just from our staff, but from other key
and other stakeholders
stakeholders. It helps us attend to our competence and that of
 Drive innovation
others, and harness diverse styles, perspectives and opinions.
 Tackle ‘sacred cows’ and
Teams and organisations that are Authentic, Responsible and
‘elephants in the room’
Courageous are also more likely to share knowledge in ways
 Stimulate information sharing
that are productive and efficient, and will continually adapt
and organisational learning
their ways of thinking and working.


All of these things act in service of the one thing all leaders
are paid to deliver: results. The research suggests leading
authentically instils high performance behaviours in team
members and reduces accidents and formal grievances.
Responsible leadership encourages staff to take responsibility
themselves and there’s evidence that, in the long run,
Responsible organisations outperform their less Responsible
competitors.





Reduce the risk of accidents,
malpractice and litigation
Capitalise on diverse styles,
perspectives and opinions
Transform conflict into
collaboration
Outperform the competition

These are benefits the organisation, though. What’s in it for the leader themselves?
You’re right. It’s not easy being ARC and most of us are selfish to some extent. ARC is both rewarding and
sustaining for those who choose to pursue it. Rewarding for three reasons. Firstly, by attending to what’s
really important to us and what’ll really make a difference, it gives us a real sense of purpose – critical in a
leadership position, particularly a challenging one. Secondly,
these three qualities drive individual performance. Thirdly,
ARC leaders benefit from…
they also help us progress in our careers.

That sounds rewarding. You also said ARC is
sustaining.





Yes. The sense of purpose it brings helps us be more
resilient. If I don’t have a really clear sense of direction that
I’m really committed to, it’s hard to keep going when things
get difficult. ARC also builds confidence and connects us to
other people, both of which are a source of energy – being
inAuthentic literally drains our energy. ARC also gives us the
moral high ground, which shields us in difficulty, and helps us





Clarity of purpose
A sense that they’re doing
meaningful work
Increased energy and
resilience
Enhanced performance
Accelerated career
progression
Peace of mind
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be more robust in defending our own position – robust, but
not dogmatic or defensive. We’re also more likely to stay
on the right side of our administrative, legal and moral
commitments, which keeps us out of trouble. And we’ll help
maintain the physical, social and socio-economic
ecosystems on which our individual success and survival
depend.

You said there was a second way in which
these three qualities help each other…

“The book is as absorbing as
reading a novel and
demonstrates what ARC means
through practical exercises that
encourage self-awareness and
reflection. I am working hard to
integrate Authentic,
Responsible and Courageous
leadership into my daily life as a
member of the senior team at
the British Library. Doing so is
helping me to develop the trust
of my colleagues and
stakeholders and ultimately to
improve my performance.”

I did. Used well, each of the ARC qualities feeds the
others. When we’re struggling to find the courage to take a
stand, for example, we can draw on authenticity – by
asking what our values say we should do – and our sense
of responsibility to something bigger than ourselves. It’s
Lucie Burgess, Head of Content
this that helps us overcome the fear of saying ‘No’ to a
Strategy, Research and Operations,
superior or client who’s demanding something we believe
The British Library
is wrong or unfair, for example: we test their request
against our values and ask what our responsibilities really are – to the organisation and its reputation, to our
profession, to the colleagues who rely on us and the staff and colleagues whose future conduct we influence.

You also refer to leaders using the three ARC qualities to make decisions and
resolve dilemmas.
That’s been one of the exciting accidents of my research. It turns out most leadership challenges can be
described in terms of a difficulty with one or more of the three ARC qualities – or the tensions within and
between them. Once we’ve worked out which quality lies at the heart of our dilemma, we can look for
solutions in the other two qualities – or in some of the tools
“Since my executive coach
and techniques I offer in the book, which are aimed at
introduced me to the three ARC
helping us be more Authentic, Responsible and
qualities, they’ve become my
Courageous.
There are some examples in the book. One of my
favourites tells of Nicola Masters, the head of a British
charity. In exploring her challenges using the ARC
framework, she and her executive coach realised she and
her team were being very Authentic but were favouring
being Responsible over being Courageous. This triggered
a shift in Nicola and across the charity, leading to a bolder
way of working that raised its profile and dramatically
increased its income.

‘mighty three’. The words
‘Authentic, Responsible and
Courageous’ are on the wall in
my office and together they
inform every major decision we
make at The Grand Appeal.”
Nicola Masters, Director, UK
children’s charity Wallace and
Gromit’s Grand Appeal
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So the book’s aimed at executive coaches, too?
It’s primarily a book for leaders – people at any level, in any
kind of organisation, who are leading others. But it’s full of
important questions and techniques – as well as insights into
the things that make it hard to be as Authentic, Responsible
and Courageous as we might like to be. So there’s plenty of
material there for coaches and other Learning and
Development professionals. I’ve run workshops especially for
coaches, helping them use the material and I’m considering
developing another book just for them. But I’m also keen to
produce another book focusing on team performance, rather
than individual leaders, so – if there’s sufficient demand for a
book for coaches – I’ll probably produce it in collaboration with
some of my favourite coaches.

So, this is bigger than this one book, then?
The more I explore and share these three ARC qualities, the
more applicable I find them. One coach I know is using them
to help women recover from trauma and I believe they’d be
enormously helpful in schools and youth groups. Even though
I’m a psychologist by training, these aren’t my areas of
expertise, so I’ve an interest but I’ll leave the details to people
with the relevant specialisms.

“An excellent book and an
inspirational template for a
better way of leading and living.
It is positive, hopeful,
intelligent, friendly, shrewd,
eye-opening, evidence-based
and incredibly generous. It’s a
book that challenges and
supports us like a great coach
or trainer would do, provoking
fresh insights and creating a
renewed, refreshed sense of
purpose – part character review,
part campaign for personal
overhaul.
“This would be a wonderful
centrepiece to a leadership
development programme, and
what an awesome course that
could be. Indeed, I predict that
this book will become a
standard text.”
Phil Hayes, Chairman, Management
Futures

I’ll stick to my chosen disciplines of leadership and team performance, because I’m more convinced than
ever that – if more leaders and teams can manifest these three qualities – they’ll benefit, their organisations
will benefit, their clients, customers, shareholders and service users will benefit, and so will the rest of us.

Keen to know more about ‘ARC Leadership’?





Download the first three chapters for free at www.leader-space.com
Buy the book in paperback or on Kindle from amazon.co.uk or amazon.com, or from iTunes
Follow Richard on Twitter @rejboston or get in touch at rboston@leader-space.com
Join the discussions on LinkedIn or Facebook

“One of the most thought-provoking books I’ve ever read. It touched numerous
nerves with me and shone a light beautifully on my own leadership, my years at the
BBC, ITV and Disney and the way we lead at Nickelodeon. It’s a book shareholders
will be waving at CEOs, expecting Authentic, Responsible, Courageous leadership
as key to providing a competitive edge. A must-read for any ambitious CEO and for
management teams – whether their focus is the bottom line, thriving in the face of
21st-century challenges, or leaving their own personal legacy in the organisation.”
Tim Patterson, Vice President, Director of Programming, Nickelodeon
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