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Introduction 

 

Culture (in an organization, society, or group) is composed of collective beliefs and collective behaviors. 

Leadership Culture is made of the beliefs and behaviors a society shows when making collective decisions 

and using authority (Drath et al., 2008) . These beliefs and behaviors affect a society’s ability to solve the 

challenges it faces, and to make the most of opportunities to progress. In a sense, beliefs and behaviors 

regarding leadership determine the collective resources a Society like Colombia has to tackle wicked 

problems like peace, security, mobility in cities, poverty, inequality, etc.  

 

In the first quarter of 2015, at The Center for Public Leadership (CLP) at los Andes University (of which I 

am founder and director), we decided to embark in a process to measure Colombian leadership culture 

systematically. The motivation to do it came from finding that, in spite of the existence of many opinion 

surveys in Colombia, none of these inquired about leadership beliefs and behaviors. Additionally, when 

looking for international experiences, we could only find two that were relevant2.  
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We built the questionnaire using, a) the three ideal types of leadership Culture in Drath et al (2008), b) the 

notions of Tame, Critical and Wicked problems developed by Grint, K. (2008), c) the questionnaires of the 

national Leadership Index developed by the Center for Public Leadership at the Kennedy School of 

Government at Harvard University and of the Global Leadership Index developed by the World Economic 

Forum and d) we had advise from a polling company that we hired3.  We tested the questionnaire in two 

focus groups and then did three different exercises, one representative of Colombia in three cities: Bogotá, 

Barranquilla and Medellín. And two non-representative polls, one in a population with education higher 

than the mean, and one in the directive echelon of different sectors of society. 

 

This paper presents the first measurement of leadership culture in Colombia: the ECLP (Public Leadership 

Culture Survey). The first part is this introduction. Second part, review other opinion surveys in Colombia? 

Third part, explain the process of building the questionnaire and describe the one representative and the 

two non-representative exercises we did with the survey. Fourth section, shows the results of the ECLP. 

Fifth section, presents the analysis of the results complemented with a working group of experts we 

organized to better understand these results. Last part concludes with the aspects of the questionnaire that 

need to be changed or complemented in order to improve the next versions of the ECLP. 

 

Other opinion surveys in Colombia? 

 

Building the ECLP 

 

The ECLP is the first measurement of Leadership Culture made in Colombia, and the motivation to do it 

came from finding that, in spite of the existence of many opinion surveys in Colombia, none of these 
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inquired about leadership beliefs and behaviors. Additionally, when looking for international experiences, 

we could only find two that were relevant.  

 

The ECLP is based on the three ideal types of leadership culture exposed by Drath et al (2008): dependent, 

independent and interdependent cultures. In a dependent culture, leadership is heroic, is based on 

relationships of authority and obedience, and decisions are made by an individual that make other people 

to follow them. In an independent culture, leadership came from bargaining processes between groups of 

experts that made decisions and transfer them to people whom were not part of the process. Finally, in an 

interdependent culture, leadership has more to do with co-responsibility from all individuals interested or 

affected by the specific issue. Although in the three cultures, individuals can face problems whose its 

solution is already created, is easy to find, or it depends of an additional effort to identify and apply it (tame, 

critical and wicked problems respectively) (Grint, 2008) not all people think in the same way when is 

required to define who has the responsibility to implement a solution for an specific problem. For example: 

the responsibility of solve poverty (wicked problem) could be assigned to an authority, to a group of 

authorities and experts or to be delivered by all individuals affected by poverty. The same can be told about 

delays in medical appointment schedules (tame problem) or robberies in the cities (critical problem). People 

might think that the solutions to these problems must be found by an authority, by a group of experts and 

authorities, or it depends on the degree of commitment of themselves and others to identify and apply it. 

 

We tested the survey in two focus groups and then did three different exercises. First exercise is 

representative of Colombia in three cities: Bogotá, Barranquilla and Medellín. It included 1,101 face to face 

surveys to adults, had an error of 3%, and a confidence level of 95%. Second and third exercises are non-

representative, but they are interesting complements to first one because they reflect perceptions of 

professors and students from Los Andes University in Bogotá, and perceptions of people occupying 

recognized positions in the directive echelon of different sectors of Colombian society, like church, 

government, academy, mass media, non-governmental organizations, business, and armed forces. Los 



Andes University poll was sent by email to 18,754 students and 1,517 professors. We received 581 

responses from students (4%) and 124 from professors (8%). For the poll for directive echelon of different 

sectors of society, we made personal interviews to seven people. Citizens survey was made on October 17th 

of 2015, students and professors survey on February 26th de 2016, and sector-heads on February 29th of 

2016. 

 

Questionnaire has four sections (appendix 1). The first one collects people’s sociodemographic data. In the 

second one, people told us the most worrying problems for them and who and how they consider these 

problems must be solved. Questions of the third section shows how people understand leadership and their 

answers allow us identifying to which of the three leadership cultures explained before, each of them 

belongs. In the final part, people rate leadership they see in public and private spheres of the Colombian 

context. We did not use the same questionnaire for  the three samples and changes made to the original 

version were based on what we observe after each exercise. For example: for Los Andes and sector-heads 

polls we excluded some questions of the fourth sections of the questionnaire to avoid politic polarization 

and to increase responses rates. Only in the sector-heads poll, we added fields after each question to receive 

feedback or comments about the structure and contents of the survey. Citizens-ECLP, Andes-ECLP, and 

Sector-heads-ECLP had 50, 16 and 33 questions respectively. 

 

Results of the ECLP 

 

Citizens ECLP 

 

Respondents of the citizens ECLP were 52% women and 48% men. Most of them are between 26 and 35 

years old (22%), belong to socioeconomic stratum 3, are household heads (43%), their higher education 

level attained was high school (39%), have between one and three children (76%), are Catholics (70%), 

attended to their church or place of worship the previous month before the survey (71%), growth in families 



with father and mother (79%), are employed (52%), voted the year prior to conducting the survey (64%) 

and reported not having affinity with any Colombian political party (42%). 

 

People from Bogotá, Medellín, and Barranquilla, reported that problems that they most concern about are 

insecurity, unemployment and poor health status. When they were asked to decide who should solve tame, 

critical, and wicked problems, they said that: bad road’s state, head household unemployment, and poor 

health status should be solved by the president and the major (49%); robberies, traffic jams and delays in 

the allocation of medical appointments, should be solved by government ministers, secretaries of 

mayoralties, public force and academics (46%). For any of the problems given, respondents said that these 

should be solved by themselves. Finally, most of the citizens consider that leadership is relevant to solve 

critical problems and they think that the best way to solve problems they most concern about is that an 

authority and a group of experts define decisions and actions that the rest of society can follow. 

 

Uniandes ECLP 

 

Respondents of Los Andes survey were 18% professors and 82% students, 55% of the total sample were 

men and 45% women, most of the respondents are between 18 and 25 years old (81%), and belong to fourth 

socioeconomic stratum (30%). They reported that the best way of solving the problems they most worrying 

about is one in which authorities help experts and citizens to find the solution through their own actions 

and resources (61%). From their views, leadership is relevant to solve wicked problems; problems whose 

solutions have not been defined (40%). In questions of 1-4 scale, where 1 is nothing and 4 is much, 

professors and students: see much leadership in business, academy and non-governmental organizations; 

but would like to see more leadership in president, mayor and national congress. They also see much 

leadership in topics like armed conflict and education; but would like to see more in health, inequality and 

environment.  

 



Responses from Los Andes survey also showed that students and professors don’t like the leadership they 

see in Colombia (90%), perceive a leadership crisis (92%), and consider that the leadership of president, 

political opposition, major, national congress, police, church and mass media, is authoritarian; while 

leadership of academy and non-governmental organizations is exclusive to group of experts and 

participative respectively. Finally, respondents said they practice a lot of leadership with friends, health, 

work, and family; but almost nothing in neighborhood, community and city. Most academics think that 

Colombian president Juan Manuel Santos leadership during peace process is good. 

 

Sector-heads ECLP 

 

For this poll we sent emails to 17 people occupying recognized positions in the directive echelon of different 

sectors of Colombian society, like church, government, academy, mass media, non-governmental 

organizations, business, and armed forces. Seven people was available to answer the survey during a 

personal interview: two of them came from political and government sector; three, from mass media; one, 

from academy and one more, from the church. There were responses from six men and one woman, they 

are between 36 and 45 years old, and belong to the socioeconomic stratum 6.  

 

When they were asked to identify responsible of solve problems, they said that poor health status, robberies 

and delays in allocation of medical appointments are tasks of ministers, secretaries of mayor, public force, 

and academics; household head unemployment and traffic jams, should be solved by themselves; and road’s 

bad state, by the mayor and president. From their views, the best way of solve the problems they most worry 

about is that an authority facilitate that experts and society find the solution using their resources and apply 

it. Also, they think that leaders: are not born, they are made; put personal interest and collective interest at 

the same level; must be exemplar; know to create alliances, and communicate well with others. According 

with sector-heads answers, leadership is relevant to solve problems whose solutions have not been created, 

and leaders help groups to generate a share vision and take decisions. 



 

Sector-heads think that president, national congress and police leaderships are based on the use of the power 

inherent to their hierarchical positions; non-governmental organizations, mass media, business and church 

leaderships, are based on persuasion; and major and political opposition leaderships are based on 

manipulation. In questions of 1-4 scale, where 1 is nothing and 4 is much, sector-heads: see much leadership 

in business; but would like to see more leadership in president, mayor and mass media. They would like to 

see more leadership in poverty, education, health and environment and consider that early childhood, 

inequality, education, health, poverty and corruption leaderships are of group of experts; insecurity 

leadership is authoritarian; but in any important topic of the Colombian context, they see participative 

leadership. All respondents said that there is leadership crisis in Colombia; that Colombian leadership 

focuses in achieving what it is important for leaders, but no in achieving collective results; that they do not 

feel well led; and that they practice very much leadership in their jobs and families, but almost nothing in 

their city, neighborhood and communities. 

 

Analysis of the ECLP results 

 

Answers of the three exercises shows that citizens, professor, students, and sector-heads are not happy with 

the leadership they see in Colombian principal sectors, actors, and topics. Even more, they do not feel well 

led and they consider there is a leadership crisis in Colombia. From their views, today’s leadership is 

authoritarian and exclusive to experts and it should be more participative and based on effective 

communication, alliances, and exemplar behaviors. Seventy-two percent of the respondents think that 

leaders are not born, they are made; put their personal interest at the same level as the group's interest; and 

should worry for their actions more than they worry for its personal characteristics. These conclusions mean 

that might be an opportunity for the government to educate Colombian people in practice leadership to 

advance in complex challenges they face in their daily life.  

 



There was not consensus about the most worrying public problems Colombians face. This aspect might 

make difficult to identifying complex challenges; defining actions to solve them; can be a sign of lack of 

consensus between politicians and national leaders; and increase the chances for charismatic leaders to 

convince citizens focusing in problems that are not necessarily the most pervasive and critical for satisfy 

their needs. That Colombians don’t take responsibility for any of the tame, critical and wicked problems 

they received during the questionnaire to decide who is the responsible to solve them is a negative trait of 

Colombian leadership culture. In fact, the less people get involved with issues that affect them direct or 

indirectly, the less they will be able to engage with actions and commitments that allow them to solve 

problems. According to most answers, Colombian leadership culture is hijista; it is based on hierarchy, 

authority, and people always is waiting for somebody shows up with solutions for problems. To make it 

worst: most respondents understand leadership like something exclusive to elites and perceive that the lack 

of progress in any problem is due to inability of authorities, but they do not think that they are also part of 

the problem and its solution. This severely limits the capacity we have as a society to make real progress 

on the complex challenges that affect us. 

 

In spite of Colombian National Congress is a very abstract entity and has very low action capacity to solve 

problems, was very interesting to find that people have very positive expectations from it. Two principal 

reasons could explain this. First, due to congress are very visible subjects in national, regional, and local 

levels of Colombian society, people feel they know their needs closely and can help them to satisfy them. 

Second, people vote for congress, so they are consistent with their elections, value representativeness, and 

demand retribution from they elected. Whatever the explanation is, this result can be interpreted as a wake-

up call for Congress to take the opportunity for using their visibility and citizens’ positive expectations to 

invite all society to act and cooperating with government in solving problems. 

 

People are more interested in national problems than in regional or local problems, what might cause that 

people do not exploit spaces of participation in which they have higher degrees of influence. Consensus did 



not seem to be very important for respondents, whose answers shows that they perceive leadership as a 

practice exclusive to experts and authorities in which accountability might not be a duty. Opposite to 

traditional traits associated with leadership (messianism, heroism, and hierarchy) citizens recognize 

positive attributes (honesty, persuasion, and expertise) in non-governmental organizations, church and mass 

media leaderships. These could be a sign of people willingness for team work. Finally, the only 

sociodemographic variable that affect the opinion about leadership culture is the city in which respondents 

live. The answers of people from Barranquilla are very different from answers of people from Bogotá and 

Medellín. In Barranquilla, the 62% of respondents think that leaders help groups to build a shared vision; 

while in Bogotá and Medellín, citizens reported that leaders generate visons from experts and authorities’ 

opinions (42% y 37% respectively). While Barranquilla’s answers show that the best way of solving 

problems that people are most worry about is that authorities help to experts and citizens to find the solution 

using their resources, Bogotá and Medellín answers reflect that authorities must define solutions with 

experts and then transfer them to citizen for accomplish them. People from Barranquilla perceive a more 

participative leadership congress, police, unions, church, political opposition, major and non-governmental 

organizations; while people from Bogotá and Medellín describe those leaderships as elitist and 

authoritarian. 

 

Conclusions 

 

The ECLP (Public Leadership Culture Survey) is the first measurement of leadership culture in Colombia. 

After one representative exercise, two non-representative polls and a group of experts, results showed 

interesting traits to describe Colombian leadership culture. It is a culture based on authorities and experts 

that make decisions and transfer them to citizens for accomplishment. In this context, Colombians do not 

feel responsible for solving the problems they most worry about, they prefer waiting for president, majors, 

ministers, police, or others actors, tell them what to do, when and how. Most of the respondents practice 

much leadership in their families, jobs, and with their friends; but almost nothing of leadership in their city, 



community and neighborhood. Although people said that president Juan Manuel Santos’ leadership has 

been good during the peace process, they think there is a leadership crisis in Colombia, and that national 

leadership is elitist. In spite of negative perceptions and immobility to act due to the lack of their own 

responsibility they assume in problems they face, people have positive expectations about the leadership 

that they see and would like to see in sectors, actors, and topics of the national context. Even more, they 

would like to see a more participative leadership and associate it with positive attributes, like: effective 

communication, ability to generate alliances, having exemplar behaviors, put individual interests at the 

same level of general interests. The feedback we received about structure and contents of the survey focused 

on extending the sample to other cities in Colombia and making more specific and detailed questions, so 

that people can separate answers by actors responsible of solving problems at national, regional, and local 

levels.  

 

References 

Drath, W. H., McCauley, C. D., Palus, C. J., Velsor, E. V., O'Connor, P. M. G., & McGuire, J. B. (2008). 

Direction, alignment, commitment: Toward a more integrative ontology of leadership. The 

Leadership Quarterly, 19, 635–653.  

Grint, K. (2008). Wicked Problems and Clumsy Solutions: the Role of Leadership. Clinical Leader, I(II), 

1-16.  

 


