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MULTIDISCIPLINARY FOCUS 

WHY SOCIAL LEADERS MATTER  

Each week a business school professor and expert in his or her field defines a key 

term in the Financial Times Lexicon, an online economics, business and finance 
glossary published by the Financial Times. 

Alberto Gimeno, an associate professor in ESADE’s Department of Strategy and 

General Management, chose to define the term social leader.   

‘To truly grasp the role of a social leader, it is important to understand the 
importance of smooth change in any organisation’, explained Prof. Gimeno. ‘The 

best sort of change is change by consensus, but that cannot happen without a 
social leader’, he continued. 

The term social leadership was coined by ESADE Professor Jaume Filella. Social 

leaders have followers because of their ability to bring people together, facilitate 
agreements and drive efforts in the same direction. Nelson Mandela can be seen as 

the prototype of a social leader. 

Social leadership is especially necessary for groups of peers who have no choice but 
to undertake changes, as is frequently the case in family businesses. Nobody else 

can force a family to change how they organise the business they own. Groups of 
siblings or cousins need social leadership to accept and integrate changes. 

Social leaders need to have an explicit agenda consisting in developing the system 

as a whole – in this case, the family business – without any hidden agenda in terms 
of their own personal interest. Social leaders must also be seen as legitimate, which 

means being noticeably altruistic. Additionally, they need to have relational skills in 
order to manage complex change processes. 

Social leaders also need to have high self-esteem, as their efforts are likely to go 

unnoticed. The smoother and more crisis- and conflict-free the workplace, the 
better, but also the less the social leader’s leadership will be recognized and 

appreciated. 

Indeed, unlike other kinds of leaders, social leaders are hardly recognized at all. 
Their focus is on making change seamless, and when they succeed, that is exactly 

what happens. It is not always obvious to the casual observer that someone had to 

put all the right pieces in place to make it possible. 

Based on the article from the FINANCIAL TIMES 
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