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Some researchers consider leadership and directing to be equivalent as much as they use them 

interchangeably. According to the study of the historical course done in this research, this 

issue has been seen more than ever in recent texts. In this study, the critical hermeneutics of 

Prasad’s (2005) four-stage model was used. In the first stage, the data was collected from 

books, and papers related to organizational leadership theory. To this end, 61 definitions of 

organizational leadership and eight definitions of directing have been collected from the 

viewpoint of management experts. Ambiguities were raised in the form of questions about the 

intentions of the authors of the relevant texts. In the second stage, layers of texts were 

interpreted, and themes and concepts were extracted. In the third stage, to close the 

hermeneutic cycle, a narrative case was used, which is the personal experience of an 

organizational leader of the distinction between leadership and directing. The final stage was 

suggested to the researchers not to consider the words ‘leadership’ and ‘directing’ equivalent 

or interchangeable. Directing is a part of leadership that is more or less applied depending on 

the type of leadership style.  It is also recommended for experts in marketing, business and 

economics to use the alternative terms market pioneer and industry director instead of the 

words market leader and industry leader because obedience to other organizations may be due 

to duty not influence or follow-up. 
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In some sciences, interpretation is a commonly supported practice. In sciences, such as mathematics 

and physics, global signs and standards have fixed concepts, while in humanities, especially when 

there are cultural and social differences, words depend on human perceptions. In these scopes of 
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science, when words are equated with one another and translated into different languages, the 

translator and their scientific and technical knowledge or even their specialty and study field will 

play a significant role in equating the words and making their meanings similar. In the present 

study, we attempted to investigate the meanings of the words ‘directing’ and ‘leadership’ in English 

and Persian literature as well as their similarities and differences. Despite the rich background of 

this topic, organizational leadership is still one of the most misunderstood business phenomena. 

Leadership as a concept is highly ambiguous; this ambiguity stems not come from a lack of 

definitions but rather from an excess of definitions and popular conception. According to Hibbert 

et al. (2017), leadership definitions are still an actor-based and more referred to as a leader theory 

rather than leadership theories. Some experts such as Rost (1993) and Bass (1990) believe in the 

diversity of the definitions of leadership, while other experts such as Fiedler (1978) and Horner 

(1997) believe in the diversity of leadership theories. Blom and Alvesson (2015) refer to this 

ambiguity as a hegemonic quality that is broad in an organization. However, the definition of 

leadership and leadership theory are the same since any expert attempting to define leadership has 

aimed to develop a framework for understanding leadership. Thus, we face diversity and there is 

no consensus about how to understand leadership (Bogenschneider, 2016). What requires more 

transparency in this complication understands the nature of organizational leadership, resolving 

ambiguities and contradictions. One of the ambiguities in defining organizational leadership is to 

use similar terms, such as directing. The reason why different experts have used these words as an 

equivalent for leadership requires investigation. The present study aims to answer the following 

questions using a critical hermeneutic method: Is leadership in an organization the same as 

directing? Are these two words interchangeable, especially in the specialized texts of management, 

and can they be used for exactly a single purpose? If they are different, what are their differences? 

What necessitates such research is that recently in the management literature, the ambiguity 

between leadership and leadership is more than ever, which we have revealed by studying the 

historical course of definitions based on the method of hermeneutic research. In this research, we 

have attempted to indicate how texts suffer from contradiction and incoherence or weak coherence, 

so that soon, experts will avoid these ambiguities and organize the topics of organizational 

leadership. 

 

Background 

Researchers around the English-speaking world have conceptualized leadership as a substance of 

individual attributes, as particular behavior, as a power relation, as a process, and as combinations 

of these variables (Caroselli, 2000; Gini & Green, 2013; Humphrey, 2002; Yammarino, 2013). By 

reviewing the definitions of leadership, we will find a few points that are valuable emphasizing. 

First, the lack of a consensus is partly a language problem; second, leadership theories carry 

unrelated connotations that create ambiguity; this is because terms such as authority and 

management are used to illustrate similar social phenomena (Bratton, 2020). Another term that is 

an example of this ambiguity is the term directing. Some experts in the field of organization and 

management have distinguished between directing and leadership in the literature and resources. In 

contrast, some other experts do not differentiate between these words and sometimes use them 

interchangeably. As Bratton (2020) points out, the language problem also has added to this 

ambiguity. For example, Alvani (2009), known as the father of Iranian public administration 

science in his book under the title of “General management,” has used the terms “directing” and 
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“organizational leadership” together. It seems that in terms of application, these words are different 

and cannot be substituted. In Merriam-Webster, directing in the field of management has been 

defined as guiding or monitoring the act and behavior (Merriam-Webster’s Online Dictionary, 

2020), and in Longman and Cambridge, it has been defined as a path someone or something is 

moving in in order to face or achieve something (Cambridge Online Dictionary, 2020; Longman 

Online Dictionary, 2020). Leading or being a leader means to be in charge of other people and 

direct them forward, perhaps because they are not necessarily willing to move. Furthermore, in 

terms of terminology, leadership is different from the leader (Ladkin, 2020). Leadership is the 

process of a leader’s influence on followers.  The way leadership is determined strongly influenced 

by an individual’s philosophical and theoretical point of view. For example, through a 

psychological point of view, leadership is seen as the consequence of a set of individual 

characteristics of a leader.  In contrast, from a sociological point of view, leadership is a social 

process based on the relationship between leaders and followers (Bratton, 2020). Definitions based 

on psychological perspectives are leader-centric definitions and pay less attention to the process 

nature of leadership and ignore the role of followers. 

   Ladkin (2020) defines leadership through directing. For him, Leadership requires motivating 

employees to participate in achieving collective goals by directing them ahead of Maslow’s 

hierarchy. According to Ladkin (2020), leadership and directing are the same and among the 

functions of managers. He considered leadership as an inevitable part of the role of all managers. 

Experts have defined leadership as behavior, method, skill, process, responsibility, experience, 

one of the managers’ duties and roles, influence, or ability. Table 1 includes definitions that are 

highly referenced in books and articles, the most famous definitions of organizational leadership 

were collected from the end of the twentieth century to the present, which have been expressed 

separately by experts and researchers in the field of management in English and Persian language 

books and articles. 

Table 1 

A List of Definitions of Leadership in an Organization 

 Experts Definition Concept 

1 (Hersey & Blanchard, 1969) Achieving goals, with the help of other people. Process 

2 (Kochan, Schmidt, & 

DeCotiis, 1975) 

The process of influence whereby a person’s action changes the 

behavior and opinion of other people. This influence must be legitimate 

and cause changes in line with goals. 

The process of influence 

3 (Burns, 1978) • Perhaps it is the most quoted definition of leadership which believes 

that leadership occurs when individuals are involved with other 

people in a task, so that leaders and followers improve the 

motivation and behavior of one another. 

• Encouraging or forcing somebody to do a task, to achieve particular 

goals which reflect values, motivations, desires, needs, and 

expectations. 

Encouraging or forcing 

4 (Katz & Kahn, 1978) A situational characteristic, personal trait, and behavioral adjective. 

Leadership refers to the concept of associating an influencing factor 

with people who are influenced. This concept is highly variable and 

heavily dependent on situational characteristics and people who must be 

directed. 

Directing the influenced 

people through an 

influencing factor 

5 (Smircich & Morgan, 1982) Leadership occurs in an environment, and the observer’s observations 

change an actor into a leader. 

 

Observations and 

conceptions 

6 (Bennis & Nanus, 1985) The potential of influencing and giving the members of an organization 

a sense of meaning. 

The potential of 

influencing 

7 (Yukl, 1989) • Influencing goals and work strategies, influencing commitment and 

observing work ethic to achieve goals, influencing the identification 

and maintenance of the group, and influencing the organizational 

culture 

The process of 

influencing 
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• The process of influencing other people to reach an agreement on 

when and how to do a task. 

• A process that facilitates personal and collective attempts to achieve 

common goals.  

8 (Gardner, 1990) The process of encouraging and persuading people by a person or a 

leadership team and forcing them to pursue the goals. 

The process of 

encouraging and 

persuading 

9 (Kreitner & Kinicki, 1992) A person who supplements their authority with personal traits and social 

skills in order to encourage the employees’ voluntary participation. A 

process of social influence whereby the leader looks for the voluntary 

participation of subordinates to achieve organizational goals. 

The process of social 

influence and 

encouragement  

10 (Drath & Palus, 1994) The process of perceiving what people do together in order to provide 

understanding and commitment to that task. 

The process of perception 

 

11 (Barnard, 1997) The behavior quality of individuals who direct other people and their 

activities in an organized way. 

Directing  

12 (Zand, 1997) • The process of influencing the activity of an individual or a group to 

set and achieve goals 

• The ability to influence people through knowledge, trust-building, 

and decision-making power. 

The process of influence 

The ability to influence 

13 (Robbins, 1998) The ability to influence the group and direct it towards the desired 

goals. 

The ability to influence 

14 (Drucker, 1999) Any person who has followers is a leader. Having followers 

15 (Caroselli, 2000) Using power to make positive changes. Using power 

16 (Lussier & Achua, 2001) The process of influencing followers depends on an alteration in order 

to achieve organizational goals. 

The process of 

influencing 

17 (Humphrey, 2002) An emotional process whereby the leader understands, manages, and 

provokes their followers’ feelings.  

An emotional process 

18 (Blanchard & Muchnick, 

2003) 

Directing people to a place where they are expected to go. Directing 

 

19 (Alvesson & Sveningsson, 

2003) 

A valuable and valid structure for whatever managers do. All the structured acts of 

managers 

20 (Reiter-Palmon & Illies, 

2004) 

Leadership is a creative problem-solving. Creative problem-solving 

21 (Ciulla, 2005) As an act, it refers to the process of directing. Leadership is a particular 

type of moral relationships. Leaders can empower people, provided that 

they have honest, moral courage. 

The process of directing 

22 (Klein, Ziegert, Knight & 

Xiao, 2006) 

The concept of leadership is regarded as a delegation whereby the 

members of a group give a person authority for a fixed period and under 

particular circumstances.  

Authority  

23 (Denhardt & Denhardt, 

2006) 

• Leadership is an art. 

• Directing as a distinctive human activity. 

Art 

24 Posner & Kouzes (1988, as 

cited in Abu‐Tineh, 

Khasawneh & Al‐Omari, 

2008) 

• Leadership means honesty and transparency, competency, 

perspective, inspiration, and creating enthusiasm. 

Influence through 

personal and behavioral 

characteristics 

25 (Harris, 2009) If power can potentially be given to all the members of an organization, 

each member can be regarded as a leader in particular circumstances. 

Power  

26 (Northouse, 2010) A process whereby a person influences a group of people to achieve a 

common goal. 

The process of influence 

27 (Sugerman & Scullard, 

2011) 

The process of influencing through internal and external cognition of 

yourself and other people. 

The process of 

influencing 

28 (Alvesson & Spicer, 2012 & 

2013) 

• Exercising predetermined and relatively regular influence and 

developing unequal power-based relationships between the leader 

and followers 

• Beneficial disequilibrium is based on communications in working 

relationships that are applied when coordination, rules of 

bureaucracy, professionalism, and other control tools do not work 

well. 

• Leadership is a strong component in defining the meaning of 

management, and it is of fundamental importance in developing 

ideas, values, conceptions, and feelings 

Exercising influence 

A component of 

management 

29 (Gini & Green, 2013) A powerful relationship based on value and morality between leaders 

and followers who have a common view and make real changes that 

reflect their common goals. 

Powerful relationship 
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30 (Yammarino, 2013) The process of a multilevel (person with person, group, and 

organization) leader-follower interaction occurs in a particular situation, 

and the leader and followers set a common goal and attempt to achieve 

it together and eagerly.   

The process of a 

multilevel interaction 

31 (Maxwell, 2013) It is a process, not a situation. It is the same as influence. The process of influence 

32 (Algahtani, 2014) Leadership concentrates on influencing a group of people to achieve a 

common goal as well as developing a perspective. 

Influencing and 

developing a perspective 

33 (Collinson & Tourish, 2015) Leadership is associated with exercising power, whether efficient or 

inefficient, productive or destructive, stimulative, or repressive. 

Exercising power 

34 (Von Rueden & Van Vugt, 

2015) 

Leadership is a fundamental mechanism to solve the problems of 

coordination and motivation in organizations and groups. 

The mechanism of 

solving a problem 

35 (Bogenschneider, 2016) Leaders cause followers to develop the project with the help of the 

determining effect despite the difficulties. 

Influencing 

36 (Fontana & Musa, 2017) The ability to encourage teams to get involved in collective creativity in 

order to obtain the best result. 

The ability to encourage 

37 (Griffith, Gibson, Medeiros, 

MacDougall, Hardy & 

Mumford, 2018) 

Leadership includes two components of leader and follower, who work 

together to achieve common goals. Leaders are assigned or emerge in 

order to apply the influence strategies formally or informally to 

facilitate the process of encouraging followers to achieve common 

goals. 

 

Influence 

38 (Antonakis & Day, 2018) Formal or informal contextually rooted and goal influencing process 

that occurs between a leader and follower, groups of followers, or 

institutions 

 

influencing 

39 (Alvesson & Einola, 2019) Purposeful and regular influence of subordinates in order to achieve 

specific work-related goals with relational nature. 

Influencing 

40 (Kiliç & Günsel, 2019) Influencing and directing the behavior of employees of the organization 

in line with goals. 

 

Influencing 

Directing 

41 (Bratton, 2020) a process of influencing within an employment relationship involving 

ongoing human interaction with others wherein those others consent to 

achieve a goal 

Influencing 

42 (Ladkin, 2020) a leader helps in the achievement of collective objectives by directing 

the focus of a group of individuals towards these objectives and 

motivating them for their achievement. 

directing 

43 (Saatchi, 1996) The process of influence over subordinates which motivates them to 

attempt voluntarily and willingly to achieve the goals of the 

organization. 

The process of influence 

44 (Afjei, 2006) The process of influencing followers and being influenced by them. The process of 

influencing and being 

influenced  

45 (Mousakhani & 

Mohammadnia, 2006) 

The process of leadership is a function of these variables: leader, 

follower, and situation.  

L = f (L, f , s) 

A function of leader, 

follower, situation 

46 (Salimi & Shahmandi, 

2008) 

The art or process of influencing people so that they attempt willingly 

and do their best to achieve the collective goal. 

The art or process of 

influencing 

47 (Alvani, 2009) A process whereby the management tries to fulfill other duties in line 

with achieving organizational goals and encourage employees to do 

their duties willingly through increasing motivation and developing an 

effective relationship. 

Process 

48 (Janmashayekh & Barzideh, 

2010) 

The process of exercising influence with no force to direct and 

coordinate the activities of group members in line with achieving the 

goal. 

The process of influence 

with no force 

49 (Farazja & Khademi, 2011) A fundamental process in any organization that is associated with its 

success or failure. 

Process 

50 (Torkzadeh & Jafari, 2012) Leading the organization refers to the ability to switch from the present 

situation to the future one through substituting a proportional world 

view, so that the thoughts and values created by the new world view can 

be changed. Leaders prepare the employees and members for 

undergoing new changes to achieve the fundamental goals of the 

organization. Thus, revolutions will be initiated in the organization, it 

will develop, and its performance will enhance. 

The ability to make 

changes and accept a new 

world view 
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51 (Hosseini, mousavi & 

Khosravi Laghab, 2014) 

Person’s ability or potential for leading, guiding, and managing as well 

as directing other people’s acts and opinions. 

The ability to direct the 

acts and thoughts 

 

52 (Afjei & Hamzepour, 2014) Leadership as a process means that personality traits do not cause a 

leader to influence their followers, however, rather accidental 

negotiations and interactions between the leader and followers influence 

and change the followers. 

The process of 

influencing based on 

negotiation and 

interaction 

53 (Rezaian, 2003 & 2014) • A process whereby a person influences a group of people to achieve 

a common goal. 

• Management is regarded as a particular type of leadership; whereby 

organizational goals are the top priority. Leadership is the process of 

influence. 

The process of 

influencing 

54 (Zareie Matin, 2014) A group of skills that almost all of them can be acquired and developed.  Skill 

 

55 (Irani, Alvani, Jandaqi & 

Zareie Matin, 2015) 

An influencing relationship between the leader and followers who 

attempt to make tangible changes and reflect common goals. 

Influencing 

56 (Akbari, Kashani & 

Hooshmand Chaijani, 2015) 

The process of directing and influencing the activities of the members 

of a group or an organization. 

The process of directing 

and influencing 

57 (Hakkak, Shariatnejad & 

Saedi, 2016) 

With the help of personality traits, charisma, strong influence, and a 

wider perspective, leaders give subordinates commitment and 

enthusiasm, so that they can develop innovative and entrepreneurial 

behavior through inspiration.  

Influence 

58 (Pourvali, Nouri & 

Hosseini, 2017) 

Directing is the process of changing and the scene of playing a role. Directing and playing a 

role 

59 (Abolalaie, 2017) Leadership is mainly regarded as an art, side by side with the manager 

with a long-term perspective, who cares about doing the right things 

rather than doing things right. 

Art 

60 (Aybaghi Esfahani, Hasani, 

& Ameri, 2018) 

The ability to reach high organizational levels. Ability 

61 (Mirzaei Daryani, 

Aslizadeh, & Sattari 

Ardabili, 2019) 

A process which occurs through influence and follower(s) emerge. The process of 

influencing 

 

The most quoted definition of leadership may belong to Burns (1978), who believes that 

leadership occurs when people are involved with others in a task so that leaders and followers can 

improve the motivation and behavior of one another. 

Among the definitions included in Table 1, Blanchard and Muchnick (2003), Ciulla (2005), Kiliç 

and Günsel (2019), Hosseini et al. (2014), Akbari et al. (2015), ladkin (2020), and Pourvali et al. 

(2017) have defined leadership as directing. 

In addition to the definitions mentioned above, surprisingly enough, some researchers such as 

Canton (2013) and Majed (2019) still insist that leadership is the same as directing properly to 

influence the thoughts, behavior, and actions of people and give them commitment and motivation 

to achieve specific goals. Nevertheless, these researchers do not differentiate between leadership 

and directing and use them interchangeably. In the following, some definitions of “directing” 

provided by the experts of management are included in Table 2. These definitions include the most 

well-known definitions of directing, which are derived from management books and articles that 

discussed about directing. The Gulick (1937) definition is almost the most referenced. 
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Table 2 

A List of Definitions of Directing from the Viewpoint of Management Experts 

 Experts Definition Concept 

1 (Gulick, 1937) The duties of managers with the acronym of POSDCORB, i.e., 

planning, organizing, staffing, directing, coordinating, reporting, and 

budgeting. 

One of the duties of 

managers 

2 (Mackenzie, 1969) The duties of managers include planning, organizing, staffing, directing, 

and controlling. Directing refers to actions moving people towards the 

desired goal. Actions such as the delegation of authority, responsibility 

assignment, providing motivation, coordination, settling disputes 

between employees, and encouraging creativity and innovation. 

One of the duties of 

managers 

3 (Dimock, 1975) Determining and issuing job instructions and assigning an active leader. Issuing instructions 

4 (Koontz & O’Donnell, 

1976) 

The duties of managers include planning, organizing, staffing, directing 

and leading, and controlling. These duties are related. 

One of the duties of 

managers 

5 (Dale, 1978) Directing tells people what to do and watches that they do their best. It 

monitors the fulfillment of duties according to the related procedures so 

that mistakes are corrected in job instructions. 

Issuing job instruction 

and monitoring it 

6 (Chandra Bose, 2012) Directing concentrates on stimulating the members of an organization 

to achieve its goals. As quoted by George Terry, directing includes 

issuing an instruction, communicating with subordinates, guiding, 

motivating, and monitoring them. 

Issuing instruction and 

motivating 

7 (Rudani, 2013) Directing is the process of issuing an instruction for guiding and 

inspiring people and watching that they do the things right. Important 

tools for directing include leadership, motivation, relationship, and 

monitoring. 

Issuing instruction and 

leadership, the tools for 

directing 

8 (Shinde, 2018) When managers direct their subordinates, in fact, they coordinate their 

activities and provide them with job instructions and guidance. 

Therefore, directing will also provide employees with coordination. 

Issuing instruction and 

guidance 

 

The word “directing” means guiding and moving ahead of other people to show the direction. 

Leaders attempt to help companies achieve their goals at maximum power. Leaders do not stand 

aside, but rather encourage people and stand in the front to facilitate the progress (Kristiano, Rivai 

& Suharto, 2018). Therefore, there is an apparent conflict between the authors over the definitions 

of leadership and directing. According to these researchers, leaders are directly involved in 

achieving the goals of organizations. They do not stand aside, while directing and guiding refers to 

moving ahead of other people to show the direction.  

 

The Study 

The main aim of this study is to reveal the ambiguities in applying the concepts of leadership and 

directing in organizational leadership theory with the critical hermeneutic approach. Also, the 

specific objective of this study is to determine the transparency of the meanings of directing and 

leadership as well as detecting the similarities and differences. 

 

Method 

Critical hermeneutics leads us to meaning in the world as a connected, lived, and practical exercise. 

It is important to take a critical stance when interpreting. Critical hermeneutics is grounded in 

historical discourses, and any interpretation of any text must also pay attention to its historical 

context. Critical hermeneutics is suspicious of any interpretive model that claims to reveal the final 

truth or the final essence of any text. Critical hermeneutics provides a methodology for arousing 

critical sensitivity and consciousness through the analysis of the generative themes (Jacobs, 2014). 

Interpretive research methods, especially the critical hermeneutic method, can be applied to various 

scientific fields such as organization and management. Applying this research method is significant 

since, on the one hand, an organization is a social institution and consists of people with various 
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values, attitudes, and viewpoints on the organization and its related factors; on the other hand, 

humanities methods are not based on discovering the existing rules within the organizations but 

rather on understanding the intentions, goals, and viewpoints of people on particular issues. 

Therefore, from a critical hermeneutic perspective, neither approach is superior; each is a moment 

in the interpretive process (Ricoeur, 1978; Thompson, 1981). Having completed the social-

historical and formal analysis, a researcher must creatively synthesize two moments-in the moment 

of interpretation-reinterpretation-to produce hermeneutics of the text and its role in the social 

system of which it is a part such as organization. This analysis of the process provides a structured 

framework for the researcher. It allows readers to follow the researcher’s activity and judge more 

clearly the value of the conclusions (Phillips & Brown, 1993). The critical hermeneutic approach 

is between the radical humanist paradigm and the interpretive paradigm (Burrell & Morgan, 1979). 

The method of hermeneutic research does not seek to develop theories or templates, Critical 

hermeneutics has high potential as well as serious challenges in the research areas of diversity and 

history, but critical hermeneutics is a relatively new methodology in organization and management 

studies (Yu et al., 2018). Critical hermeneutics focuses on two principles in the studies of 

organization and management: how particular texts influence the perception of people playing a 

role inside and outside the organization and how this perception influences the behaviour of these 

people (Danaiefard, Amrollahi Buyuki, & Fatemi Aqda, 2016). 

 

Critical Hermeneutics as an Interpretive Method 

As Prasad (2005) notes, empirical research done from a critical hermeneutics tradition is premised 

upon four basic concepts: questions of author intentionality, layers of texts, hermeneutic circle, and 

relating to texts. These four precepts of the methodological approach make critical hermeneutics a 

helpful way for understanding the hidden meaning and purpose of texts (Peng, Yu, & Mills, 2015). 

In this research, the steps of critical hermeneutic research method according to Prasad’s (2005) 

model to clarify the concepts of leadership and directing in the texts of organization and 

management, have been taken as follows: 

1. Questions of Authors Intentionality 

In the critical hermeneutic analysis, there is no hypothesis and researchers pose the research 

questions based on their premises (Adib Haj Baqeri, Parvizi, & Salsali, 2010). The philosophy of 

hermeneutics is concerned with the question of author intentionality in a text’s creation (Prasad, 

2005).  The main question of this study is: 

- What ambiguities does the application of the concepts of leadership and directing have in 

the theories of organizational leadership according to the critical hermeneutic approach? 

Subsidiary or guiding questions were:  

- How is directing applied in literature on leadership?  

- How is leadership applied in literature on leadership?  

- What are the similarities between directing and leadership?  

- What are the differences between directing and leadership? 

2. Layers of texts 

It starts with a choice of text(s) and related references as an interpretive starting point. Prasad (2005) 

suggests the notion of subtext or the text underneath the surface-text. The notion of layers of texts 

adds theoretical sophistication to critical hermeneutics as a more powerful tool to engage with 
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complexity (Yu et al., 2018). In this research, we have reviewed the English texts related to the 

theory of organizational leadership and the definitions of the word directing in management texts 

and Persian texts by Iranian researchers who are concerned with the definitions of organizational 

leadership over several years and almost consecutive years, which are listed in Table 1 and 2. In 

this way, by studying the layers of texts and extracting the themes of related texts, the discrepancies 

and ambiguities in the definitions can be revealed as much as possible. In studying the historical 

course of definitions of organizational leadership in the layers of texts, what is most striking is that 

the confusion between the concept of leadership and directing has become more prevalent among 

researchers in recent years. 

3. Hermeneutic circle 

This step analysis fulfills the hermeneutic circle and provides a valuable interpretation for the 

particular relationship between text and context (Yu et al., 2018). The concept of the hermeneutic 

circle is one of an iterative spiral of understanding (Arnold & Fischer, 1994), which asserts that the 

text can only be understood from the context, while the context can only be understood from the 

text (Prasad & Mir, 2002). In this research, in order to better perform the hermeneutic cycle between 

the text and the concept, the themes from the texts related to the definitions of leadership and 

directing were extracted. Definitions and themes extracted from the text are given in Table 1 and 

2. Then, the themes and concepts extracted from the text of organizational leadership are listed in 

Table 3; after that, a narrative case of the experience of one of the organizational leaders has been 

used to make the distinction between concepts of leadership and directing clearer. We moved to 

context illustration, followed by interpretations that manifest how to close the hermeneutic circle. 

By closing the hermeneutic cycle, the answers to the questions of the first step were obtained. In 

the following, a narrative case was mentioned with the subject of personal experience of one of the 

organizational leaders to understand the difference between the nature of leadership and directing 

tangibly. 

 

Narrative 

The best example of perceiving the difference between leadership and directing is the personal 

experience of Galen (2017), which was presented in a conference. According to his statements, 

Galen is the vice-president of software development in his company. In order to criticize a 

problematic procedure in the software regarding their greatest customer, he gathered the key 

members in a room, and they tried to solve the problem through brainstorming. Galen put the clock 

down and asked all the members to provide a solution for the problem no matter the passage of 

time. They remained in the room for about two hours. Finally, Galen intuitively perceived that there 

was no problem with his team. However, they all expected him to share his ideas and show 

leadership in order to solve the problem. They all waited for his next instruction, idea, or strategy 

as soon as there was a pause for even a second. The reality was that among all the skills, knowledge, 

and brains available in the room, Galen was the sole person who was seriously involved in the 

situation, and the rest waited for his next step. All of a sudden, he felt that he is the worst person 

within the room, thus as an efficient leader, it seemed to him that the best action is to leave the 

place so that he would allow the team to do what is required. He replaced himself with the operator 

of software testing. Therefore, the team concentrated, the problem was diagnosed, and it was solved 

step by step. Their attempts exceeded all expectations. Therefore, short-distance leadership is not 

always the best approach; sometimes, the best strategy is to direct from afar to provide the necessary 
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atmosphere, support, and self-confidence. This is the difference between true directing and correct 

leadership (Galen, 2017). 

4. Relating to texts 

A necessary principle of hermeneutic tradition is the philosophical reflection concerned with the 

relationship between texts and their interpreters (Yu et al., 2018).  In the fourth step, the researcher 

suggests a conceptual framework that provides a richer interpretation for the specific relationship 

between text and context (Prasad & Mir, 2002). In this research, according to the features expressed 

in the theories for the concepts of leadership and directing, it has been suggested that experts 

consider the differences in applying these concepts. According to the critical hermeneutics findings 

of this study, the position of directing among different styles of organizational leadership is also 

determined and is shown in Figure 1. 

 

Findings 

According to the collected statements of experts on the definitions of organizational leadership and 

directing in specialized texts of organization and management, the research questions can be 

answered as follows: 

-     Main question: what ambiguities does the application of the concepts of leadership and directing 

have in the theories of organizational leadership? 

-     Findings: According to the collected definitions, 12 statements of theorists in Table 1 have 

defined leadership through directing and regarded them as equivalent, including Ladkin (2020); 

Sadaq (2019), Canton (2013), Kiliç and Günsel (2019), Denhart and Denhart (2006), Blanchard 

and Muchnick (2003), Ciulla (2005), Katz and Kahn (1978), Barnard (1997), Hosseini et al. (2014), 

Akbari et al. (2015), and Pourvali et al. (2017). However, if leadership is merely defined and 

interpreted through directing, the role of followers will be ignored in the leadership relationship. 

The confused discussion about leadership and directing in scientific texts of organization and 

management has continued to the extent that authors such as Jabbari, Darani, and Rahiminejad 

(2019) and Koontz and O’Donnell (1976) have not only regarded leadership and directing as 

equivalent but also considered both to be the duties of managers. However, a manager in any 

hierarchy is not obliged to play the role of a leader and have followers. Since the word “leader” 

makes sense through having follower(s), subordinates carrying out the instructions suffice for 

managers, according to the official order of the organization, and there is no need for followers’ 

voluntary dedication (Blom & Lundgren, 2020). Furthermore, since the clarity of manager-

subordinate relationship, which is according to an official employment contract and the hierarchical 

division of labor and does not require absolute obedience, is different from a leader-follower 

relationship (Alvesson et al., 2017; Uhl-Bien, Riggio, Lowe, & Carsten, 2014), a leader is not 

always regarded as a manager, and their duties are not always the same. 

-     Question: how is directing applied in literature on leadership? 

-     Findings: according to the results of Table 2, most experts of management agree that directing 

is one of the duties of managers and a process of issuing an instruction to achieve the goals of the 

organization. However, based on the critical hermeneutic method, the critical and ambiguous point 

is that some experts such as Koontz and O’Donnell (1976) and Jabbari et al. (2019) believe that 

directing and leadership are synonym and consider both to be the duties of managers; while 

managers, unlike leaders, do not require followers in the process of directing as a duty. Some other 

experts like Dimock (1975) consider directing a factor in providing active leadership; on the 
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contrary, experts such as Rudani (2013) considers leadership to be one of the significant tools of 

directing. Therefore, according to the mentioned findings, the texts of literature on leadership is not 

coherent enough regarding the use of the word “directing”. 

-     Question: How is leadership applied in the literature on leadership? 

-    Findings: the concepts and themes extracted from different texts in order to define organizational 

leadership in the present study are as follows: the process of influence, process, directing, using 

power, the ability to influence. As shown in Table 1, some other concepts have also been used to 

define leadership; however, these five concepts have been repeated more frequently in texts. Other 

concepts applied in the definition of organizational leadership include creative problem-solving, all 

the structured acts of managers, powerful relationships, the mechanism of solving problems, the 

ability to encourage, skill, influencing relationship, and art. Among the mentioned concepts, the 

process of influence has the highest frequency of repetition in the experts’ writings for the definition 

of leadership. Furthermore, directing is ranked second and the ability to influence and using power 

are ranked third and fourth. 

Table 3 

The Themes of the Definition of Organizational Leadership 

Themes  Resources 

The process 

of influence 

(Kochan et al., 1975), (Burns, 1978), (Kreitner & Kinicki, 1992), (Zand, 1997), (Lussier & Achua, 2001), (Northouse, 2010), 

(Sugerman & Scullard, 2011), (Alvesson & Spicer, 2012 & 2013), (Maxwell, 2013), (Algahtani, 2014), (Griffith et al., 2018), 

(Antonakis & Day, 2018), (Bratoon, 2020), (Saatchi, 1996), (Salimi & Shahmandi, 2008), (Janmashayekh & Barzideh, 2010), 

(Rezaian, 2003 & 2014), (Hakkak et al., 2016), (Mirzaei Daryani et al., 2019) 

Directing (Katz & Kahn, 1978), (Barnard, 1997), (Blanchard & Mucknick, 2003), (Ciulla, 2005), (Denhart & Denhart, 2006), (Canton, 

2013), (Majed, 2019), (Kiliç & Günsel, 2019), (Ladkin, 2020), (Hosseini et al., 2014), (Akbari et al., 2015), (Pourvali et al., 

2017) 

Process (Hersey & Blanchard, 1969), (Yukl, 1989), (Gardner, 1990), (Drath & Palus, 1994), (Humphrey, 2002), (Yammarino, 2013), 

(Mousakhani & Mohammadnia, 2006), (Afjei, 2006), (Farazja & Khademi, 2011), (Afjei & Hamzepour, 2014) 

The ability to 

influence 

(Bennis & Nanus, 1985), (Robbins, 1998), (Bogenschneider, 2016), (Alvesson & Einola, 2019), (Torkzadeh & Jafari, 2012) 

Using power (Caroselli, 2000), (Klein et al., 2006), (Harris, 2009), (Collinson & Tourish, 2015) 

 

     Considering the themes of Table 3, the definitions of organization leadership are not coherent 

enough. According to the critical hermeneutic method, the definitions of leadership, which are 

provided through the word “directing” are critically ambiguous and must be considered. Since these 

two processes have different natures and functions in the organization. 

-     Question: What are the similarities between directing and leadership? 

-     Findings: both directing and leadership have relational nature. Leadership is a process in which 

its result is reflected in directing and guiding the followers. A company can improve 

communications and social view, mission, policy, strategy, rules, and values of the company 

through coaching, guiding, and involving the employees in the formulation of policies (Kristiano, 

2018). The essence of leadership is the relationship (Branson & Marra, 2019). For example, when 

deciding to give the proper answer to shareholders and beneficiaries, leaders will allow their special 

type of relationships with beneficiaries to direct their communications (Fortunato, Gigliotti, & 

Ruben, 2017). 

-     Question: What are the differences between directing and leadership? 

-     Findings: the scope of the word “leadership” lies entirely in human societies, the humanities, 

sociology, and similar fields. Despite the great diversity of the definitions of leadership, most 

experts agree on the dimensions of leadership process (i.e., leader, follower, influence) and the fact 
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that leadership makes sense through a process of influence. However, the word “directing” which 

refers to finding the direction and guiding, can be applied to both humans and phenomena such as 

physics, chemistry, geography, agriculture, aviation, astronomy, and orchestra. In terms of nature, 

directing is not necessarily similar to leadership, which affects the leaded phenomenon. Directing 

may not even affect humans, i.e., directing may occur without influencing people and their 

perceptions or without any tangible and observable influencing, like a person who creates harmony 

and provides coordination between all the musicians of an orchestra. This person conducts the 

orchestra with no influence over people and without influencing them through his behavior and 

characteristics. Conducting the flow of electricity, heat, and water, guiding a mountaineering team, 

or guiding the multimillion-dollar missiles of NASA by monkeys in the space (Podsakoff, Niehoff, 

MacKenzie,  & Williams, 1993) are the examples of directing where influence is not necessarily 

required. When it is discussed about leadership, followers may help leaders to achieve not only the 

perspective, mission, and goals of the organization but also their personal goals and ambitions. 

However, directing focuses on a particular direction, i.e., it is aimed at organizing the disorder 

according to a formulated plan, so that the deviation from instructions and programs can be 

identified and removed. According to the definitions in Table 2, it can be argued that directing 

refers to employee guidance on what and when to do what is required in the framework of an 

organizational perspective. Director has no responsibility to people, while leadership involves 

people in the task and empowers them; the leader counts people and is responsible to them. 

 

Discussion  

Critical hermeneutics focuses on two principles in the studies of organization and management: 

how particular texts influence the perception of people playing a role inside and outside the 

organization and how this perception influences the behavior of these people (Danaiefard et al., 

2016). Since it was impossible or often difficult to disentangle the ‘leadership’ activities from the 

other practices that enabled the leadership to take place, so the analysis needed to follow a 

hermeneutic reading (Sewchurran et al., 2020). According to the critical hermeneutic method 

applied in the present study, five questions were asked about the confusion of topics in the 

application of the concepts of directing and leadership in order to clarify ambiguities in the theory 

of organizational leadership. The results of this article are as follows: 

    After interpreting the definitions in Table 1, according to the extracted themes from the 

definitions of organizational leadership in Table 3, 12 resources have used the word “directing” 

and the concept of guidance in their interpretations such as Ladkin (2020), Majed (2019), Canton 

(2013), Kiliç and Günsel (2019), Denhart and Denhart (2006), Blanchard and Muchnick (2003), 

Ciulla (2005), Katz and Kahn (1978), Barnard (1997), Hosseini et al. (2014), Akbari et al. (2015), 

and Pourvali et al. (2017).These researchers insist that leadership is the correct directing and 

guidance on achieving particular goals; they do not differentiate between leadership and directing 

and have used these words interchangeably. However, other researchers have discussed the process 

of influence, developing and maintaining an influencing relationship with followers, and the ability 

to interact. However, if leadership is merely defined and interpreted through directing, the role of 

followers will be ignored in the leadership relationship. Bogenschneider (2016), in an article about 

the nature of leadership, has divided the main elements of the general theory of leadership into five 

components: leader (as the target person), followers (the target group including person(s) who are 

subject to obey the target person), the project which is merely accessible by the target group (human 

attempt), difficulties (real or false resistance to the project advancement), and the determining effect 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0749597883710010#!
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0749597883710010#!
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0749597883710010#!
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0749597883710010#!
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(which the project will worsen or fail miserably in the absence of this component). According to 

this general formula, leadership theories have been categorized into four causal propositions. 

Proposition 1: the relationship between leader and followers. Proposition 2: followers’ commitment 

to the project. Proposition 3: difficulties with the project. Proposition 4: the determining effect, 

which reduces resistance and difficulties. The general theory of leadership states that leaders 

encourage followers to progress the project through the determining effect despite difficulties 

(Bogenschneider, 2016). Researchers such as Bogenschneider (2016), Branson and Marra (2019), 

Berg and Karlsen (2016), Galen (2017), and Mirzaei Daryani et al. (2019) believe that leadership 

is not just directing and they cannot be used interchangeably. Because according to them, followers 

are an important part of leadership theory. There is a difference between a leader-follower’s relation 

and a formal hierarchical relation between the manager- subordinate. Subordinates often accept a 

manager’s formal authority, power, and rights, but do not consider it necessary to comply with self-

sacrifice or become devoted followers (Alvesson et al., 2017; Uhl-Bien et al., 2014). One of the 

main reasons for the difference between leadership and directing is the difference between those 

who are directed and those who follow their leadership. From an epistemological point of view, 

followership can be considered a voluntary reduction of influence. Therefore, since leadership 

includes an element of voluntary compliance (Blom & Lundgren, 2020), just as authors have made 

directing a task for managers, leadership cannot be considered an official task for managers, as it 

would gainsay the authority of non-compliance because the formal duty is not voluntary. 

Nevertheless, some authors such as Koontz and O’Donnell (1976) and Jabbari et al. (2019) believe 

that directing and leadership are synonym and consider both to be the duties of managers; while 

managers, unlike leaders, do not require followers in the process of directing as a duty. Leadership 

cannot be regarded as a duty for managers. 

    Leadership is a term that is fully embedded in human societies and the humanities, and so on; 

and that leadership makes sense in the process of influence, while directing is a word that means 

determining direction and guidance that can be used for phenomena in addition to human beings. 

Even directing human use may not require any influence. That is, directing may occur without the 

need to influence and perceive people, or without tangible and visible impact. 

    Some researchers like Dimock (1975) regard directing as a factor in providing active leadership; 

on the contrary, another group of experts such as Rudani (2013) considers leadership to be one of 

the significant tools of directing. Therefore, according to the mentioned findings, the texts of 

literature on leadership is not coherent enough. The similarity between leadership and directing is 

that both of them have relational nature.   

    The word “directing” means guiding and moving ahead of other people to show the direction. 

Leaders do not stand aside, but rather encourage people and stand in the front to facilitate the 

progress (Kristiano et al., 2018). Burns (1978), whose statements are the most quoted definition of 

leadership, believes that leadership occurs when people are involved with others in a task. 

According to this definition, in Galen’s (2017) experience narrated in this study, the difference 

between leadership and directing is obvious, i.e., the more people are involved in the task, the more 

it can be assured of leadership, otherwise directing occurs. However, it does not mean that one is 

preferable to the other and is more efficient; according to Galen’s narrated experience, each must 

be used based on working conditions. Leaders generally need to communicate with their followers 

and engage in goals in order to facilitate meaning-making for those doing the work. Therefore, 

Leader’s physical distance from their colleagues limited their ability to connect and engage, making 



118                                Shalaleh Kameli, Shahram Mirzaei Daryani, Mohammad Kheirandish, & Majid Ahmadlou                                         

 

118 
 

leadership in the flow of practice more difficult (Sewchurran et al., 2020). Directing, according to 

the definitions in Table 2 in general, involves issuing instructions to subordinates and supervising 

them. There is no need for constant communication and engagement in work and physical presence. 

    Director has no responsibility to people, while leadership involves people in the task and 

empowers them; the leader counts people and is responsible to them. If different styles of leadership 

process are regarded as a spectrum in terms of the amount of interference and engagement in tasks 

and the amount of influence, it is understood that the greatest engagement in tasks and strongest 

influence on followers and non-delegation of authority at the top of the spectrum is associated with 

authoritarian leadership style; on the contrary, laissez-faire leadership style indicates the smallest 

engagement and intervention and most delegation of authority if leadership leads to 

authoritarianism (Cheng et al., 2004) because it engages directly in the leadership process, so 

directing is minimal. In the coaching leadership style (Hamlin et al., 2006; Ellinger et al., 2008; 

Pousa et al., 2018), which the leader trains the followers and makes them capable, so the directing 

is balance, and in the laissez-faire leadership style (Bass  &  Avolio,  1994), which delegates 

authority to the followers, the directing is applied to the maximum extent. 

 Based on the findings of the present study, a range of leadership styles is shown in Figure 1 in 

terms of influence and directing aspect of leadership. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. The spectrum of leadership styles to compare directing and leadership 

 

 In the general form, leadership includes different types of theories, models, and styles and 

managers must be familiar with them in order to show leadership, so that they can apply the best 

style according to the organization’s needs. In reality, what leaders do for their followers leads to 

the act and tendency to direct and guide the followers. Therefore, leadership is not just directing. 

Leadership is a process in which its result is reflected in directing and guiding the followers. A 

company can improve communications and social view, mission, policy, strategy, rules, and values 

of the company through coaching, guiding, and involving the employees in the formulation of 

policies (Kristiano, 2018). Therefore, directing is just a part of leadership. On this account, even if 

a leader is successful in their relationships, followers may need to be less led. Milner, McCarthy, 

and Milner (2018) state that in a coaching style, successful leaders raise followers’ awareness and 

enable them to think, so that employees have less need of being controlled and directed and tend to 

progress (Berg & Karlsen, 2016). This fact occurs in the laissez-faire leadership style. 

 

Conclusion    

According to the critical hermeneutic method, there is an apparent contradiction in the authors’ 

definitions of leadership. Leaders are directly engaged in achieving the organizational goals and do 

not stand aside, while directing and guiding refers to moving ahead of other people to show the 

direction. The scope of the word “leadership” lies entirely in human societies, the humanities, 

sociology, and similar fields. In contrast, the word “directing” can be applied to both humans and 

phenomena such as physics, chemistry, geography, and agriculture. Directing is not necessarily 
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similar to leadership, which influences the person or the directed phenomenon. In mere directing 

and guiding, directed people or phenomena may not exhibit the characteristics of an influenced 

follower or even they cannot be regarded as followers, by any means. However, Drucker (1999) 

believes that a leader makes sense only if they have followers. Obedience is a significant component 

of leadership, and the nature of a leader makes sense through having a follower(s) and as a result 

of influence. 

According to the whole points mentioned above, it seems more reasonable not to regard 

leadership and directing as equivalent in scientific texts of organization and management. 

Leadership is exclusively used for humans, and as a process of influencing and being influenced, it 

gathers follower(s) around the leader. Sometimes, due to the leader’s coaching, followers may 

become empowered to the extent that they do not need leaders’ directing and controlling anymore. 

Furthermore, unlike directing, leadership cannot be regarded as the main duty of managers, since 

all managers are not obliged or required to have a follower. On the other hand, the leader-follower 

relationship is not the same as the manager-subordinate relationship, and it cannot be generalized 

to all managers in all organizations. Sometimes, in marketing or finance, some industries or 

companies in industrial groups are called “industry leader” or “market leader,” which seems wrong. 

It is recommended that “market pioneer” or “marketing director” be replaced with the word 

“leader” in such context, since other organizations may obey because they are obliged to rather than 

influenced. 
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