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ABSTRACT: This article reflects one part of a research study about the need for dynamic leaders to exercise social 
and political acumen. As part of the study, I interviewed 10 principals who had been nominated as dynamic leaders. 
The interview questions focused on the principals’ experiences and their understanding of the role of social and 
political acumen in contributing to their success. Discussion with these principals also centered on the role of 
leadership development and how their leadership development experiences had contributed to their success. In 
addition, these principals were asked for their ideas about effective leadership development activities. 

Role of Social and Political Acumen in Dynamic Leadership

In order to understand the role of social and political acumen in dynamic leadership, I carried out a research study 
with principals who had been nominated by their communities as dynamic leaders. The aim of the study was to 
understand the contribution that social and political acumen can make to dynamic leadership. Individual interviews 
with 10 school principals were a part of the study. The focus of the interview questions was on the role social and 
political acumen played in these principals’ success as well as the role of leadership development in supporting their 
exercise of social and political acumen. 

To investigate the role of social and political acumen in leadership, it is necessary to attempt to understand the 
essence of leadership and the influence of humanity and current reality on the profile of leadership. Human beings 
have always sought to understand the influences of the world in which they live, and therefore they can better 
understand themselves. In the same way, attempting to understand the elements of dynamic leadership can bring 
insight to the role that social and political acumen should have in leadership. 

Durkheim’s theory of the social construction of knowledge (1938, 1955, 1986, 2002) supports such an investigation of 
the elements of leadership and provides the conceptual framework for this study. His theory recognized the role of 
the psychological, sociological and philosophical in determining reality (Figure 1). 



The particular relevance of Durkheim’s theory of knowledge for this study is the implication that educational leaders 
need to be aware that their preconceptions and typifications influence how they fulfill their roles. Because actions are 
grounded in subjectivity (Hodgkinson, 1978, 1983), leaders need to understand the composition and role of this 
subjectivity. This will bring insight and potentially support dynamic leadership. Indeed, Durkheim believed that by 
understanding the laws of social reality, it is possible to bring about change (Mestrovic, 1992). An integral element of 
leaders operating within their social reality involves how they exercise social and political acumen. Durkheim’s theory 
implies that educational leaders who have an understanding of their social reality will exercise social and political 
acumen with insight and therefore they have a greater potential to affect change. In this way, subjectivity can be 
submitted to objective scrutiny and impact reality (Searle, 1995). Another implication of Durkheim’s theory is that 
educational leaders needed to understand not only how their perception of reality impacts their view of leadership, but 
also how others’ perceptions of reality impact the leadership role. This understanding has the potential to contribute 
positively to leadership roles because it hones the leader’s awareness to what contributes to individuals’ expectations 
and needs of leaders. In the same way, this understanding can contribute to leaders’ effective exercise of social and 
political acumen. 

The questions posed to the ten principals involved in the face-to-face interviews focused on these principals’ 
perceptions of their social reality as leaders; an understanding of how preconceptions and typifications impacted their 
leadership role; and an investigation of how they exercised social and political acumen. 

Definitions of social and political acumen were discussed with the principals who participated in the interviews. 
Political acumen referred to the ability to use the knowledge of structures and relationships. Social acumen referred 
to the ability to communicate and foster productive relationships. There was a recognition that social and political 
acumen overlap and that the successful exercise of social and political acumen supports initiating and making 
positive changes that contribute to dynamic leadership. The questions posed in the interviews attempted to reach an 



understanding of the contribution of social and political acumen to these educational leaders’ success. 

Today educational leaders need to be more than maintainers or sustainers. Indeed, if leaders are to fulfill their roles 
effectively, they must operate in a dynamic manner. In fact, educational leaders must be accountable for ensuring 
that effective teaching and learning occur in their learning communities (Shellard, 2003), which involves more than 
meeting expected standards. Leaders need to ensure that their learning communities are evolving to support 
learners; thus, effective educational leaders must possess the skills and knowledge to support structures that foster 
the evolution and growth of learning communities (Czaja, Livingston Prouty, & Lowe, 1998). 

Societal influences on the role of leaders also need to be understood by dynamic leaders, be integrated into their 
environment, and become part of their operational style (Gladwell, 2002). Globalization, developments in technology, 
and the information age have changed the delivery model of education and have broadened the scope of education 
(Courchene, 2001; Mortimore, 2000). Leaders need to recognize the potential role of such developments and 
appropriately embrace them for the future direction of education (Chenoweth & Everhart, 2002). 

Parents hope that education will provide their children with tools for success in the future, adult participants in 
education seek to develop skills that will support their achievement of desired goals, and governments look to 
education to fulfill future needs of society (Mandel, 2000). If educational leaders are to be dynamic, they must be able 
to exercise social and political acumen to balance the fact that education is regarded as a means of providing society 
with educated citizens (Courchene, 2001), supporting the wealth of society (Manzer, 1994), and meeting the holistic 
needs of each student (Gaskell, 1995). 

Expectations of an informed society, an evolving technology (Webber & Robertson, 1998), increased globalization 
(Courchene, 2001; Mortimore, 2000), and political influences on education (Kneebone & McKenzie, 1996) are part of 
the reality that educational leaders must integrate into their leadership style. The premise of this study was that the 
exercise of social and political acumen enables leaders to ensure that structures and relationships meet the needs of 
this reality. Leadership development programs therefore must play a role in building those elements of social and 
political acumen that empower dynamic leaders. 

  Selection of the Participants

Two Albertan school districts that included schools in rural and urban areas agreed to participate in the research and 
collection of data. Nominations for identified dynamic leaders were requested from 300 school communities in these 
two districts. School staffs and parents from the two selected school districts were invited to nominate a principal who 
fulfilled one or more of the following descriptors of a dynamic leader: 

successfully implemented a change or initiative  
style of leadership increased the capacity of those with whom they work  
communication and interpersonal skills improved the culture of the school environment  
effectively created an environment in which others were successful dynamic and effective for other reasons.  
Thirty-five principals were nominated as dynamic leaders.  

The Process of Data Collection
In the research I attempted to capture the degree of understanding and exercise of social and political acumen by this 
group of principals who were nominated as dynamic leaders, and I carried out face-to-face interviews with 10 of the 
nominees. Such interviews are an effective form of data collection in qualitative research (Patton, 1987). 

I also attempted to capture a slice of the reality of these principals’ lives through documenting the actual language 
(Guba, 1978) that they used in the face-to-face interviews. For this reason the description and report on the collected 
data focus on the use of direct quotations from the research participants. 

Profile of the 10 Principals 

Ten nominated leaders from each of the school districts were randomly selected for the face-to-face interviews and 
represented: 

three senior high school principals  
two junior high school principals  
five elementary school principals  



five male principals  
five female principals  

The interviews occurred at each of the principals’ schools and were recorded in the principal’s office, which provided 
a familiar and relaxed atmosphere for them. Each interview lasted 60 to 90 minutes. They were unstructured in that 
they allowed the participants the opportunity to develop their line of thought (Guba & Lincoln, 1981) and that they 
involved open-ended questions, with a focus on questions ascertaining these leaders’ perceptions of the role of social 
and political acumen in their leadership and in leadership in general. I designed the questions to assess each 
individual’s definition of social and political acumen. Each question was limited to a single idea or a single reference. 
The sequence of questions followed a funnel sequence that involved the more general questions first. Then the 
questions became more specific, such as personal involvement in leadership development (Kahn & Cannell, 1957). 

  Analysis of the Face-to-Face Interview Transcripts

All of the principals were eager to talk about their school communities. They all referred to experiences that had 
required their exercise of social and political acumen. In fact, these principals believed that the reason for their 
nomination as a dynamic leader was that they effectively exercised social acumen and/or political acumen in dealing 
with particularly difficult situations within their school community. 

All of the principals expressed confidence in exercising social acumen. Only one principal, however, expressed 
confidence in exercising political acumen and believed that it contributed to personal leadership success. In fact, 
references in the other interviews to lack of success were connected with challenges related to political acumen. 
Nevertheless, nine of the principals stated that some level of political acumen must be part of leadership. Half of the 
principals (5/10), however, acknowledged that political acumen was not their strength. 

 Role of Social Acumen

Analysis of the face-to-face interview transcripts reflected recurring themes related to social acumen. These 
principals believed that it was essential for dynamic leadership to include effective:  

relationships  
communication  
people skills  
networking ability  

This was reflected in their comments that are reflected in this comment, “It is all about relationships. It’s all about 
communication.”  

All of the principals talked about the need to actively develop relationships within and beyond their school community: 
I see being principal as a whole series of relationships. 
Once I had developed relationships with those people, they became really strong allies and supported the school. 
Other people see me as approachable. I have good people skills and I make people feel comfortable and relaxed. 
Even social situations are important. If you are at the grad and you are sitting with the Chair of the Board, or if you are 
sitting with a client of your spouse, you have to be aware of your conversation. 
There needs to be relational trust. I think that needs to be established before you enter into the risk-taking zone 
because our work is messy and you never know what’s going to come at you from one day to another. 
If you are not able to relate to people and understand where you fit and where others fit and how you work together 
socially, then I think that you’re in big trouble. 
In fact, all of the transcripts also reflected these principals’ commitment to ensure that they had effective relationships 
with students, school staff, and parents: 
I know every one of our students. Might not know their name off the top of my head, but I will know a little something 
about them. 
I take my coffee cup to the door in the morning and I can say hi to parents, staff, and students as the day begins. 
I make sure I am out of my office at the end of the day and take time to stop and talk to people as they leave. 
My approach is very open door, even to the point where I identify a time of the day that I was going to actually hide 
behind the door so that I could actually keep up with some of the paperwork. 
The big thing is that people know that when they need to be heard, they will be heard, and all the administrivia type of 
things is put on the back burner. 
All of the principals referred to the need to have successful relationships beyond the school: 



You need to understand patterns and social relationships on a larger scale in the board. 
I decided to intentionally, very, very purposefully build relationships with people in central office who could support the 
school. 
The principals discussed leadership attributes connected with social acumen that included an emphasis on the 
possession of good people skills, the ability to build a sense of community, and the ability to be an open 
communicator and a good listener. 
Prevalent throughout the transcripts was the principals’ belief that they needed to exercise social acumen in order to 
create a culture in which people feel safe and comfortable: 
I think people have a clear sense of who I am as a human being, and that makes a big difference. 
You have to be able to communicate effectively and understand the nuances and differences in how people react and 
behave. I think it’s important then to be able to work with them. 

Role of Political Acumen 

All of the principals discussed difficult situations with which they were dealing that required political acumen. Some 
were concerned that their exercise of political acumen was inadequate and did not allow them to:  

Know how to fit into the system. 
Understand people politics. 
Need to be able to speak the political language. 
Need to see the big picture. 
Develop a network of support. 
Know where the political leverage exists. 

Five principals, however, specifically referred to times when their exercise of political acumen supported the 
fulfillment of their roles and responsibilities:  

Making connections and building a network helped. I need to gain the ear and not the ire. 
I know the system politics, and I feel good about the people politics. I know how to operate within the system. 
You need to understand the structure you work in and the systemic thinking. You need to know who your allies 
should be. 

The other five principals talked about using political acumen to support their leadership, but it was as though political 
acumen was a necessary but not undesirable part of their leadership:  

A person in leadership walks a very fine line. Political undercurrents exist, and it can have a good impact or a 
negative impact, depending on which side of the line you stray over. 
I would not invest myself in the politics for the sake of politics. But you should use political acumen for the sake of 
your school. 
Political acumen is not my forte, but the need for it is on the increase. 
It is not a natural thing for me to look at the political, but it is something I need to know. 

Despite five of the principals’ statements that political acumen was not their strength, they made comments later in 
their interviews that reflected their belief that political acumen is a necessary part of leadership:  

It is necessary to understand the big picture. 
I garner support, not enemies. 
You cannot always be fighting against bureaucracy. 
You need to go beyond the classroom focus and the school focus. I need to go beyond and see the big picture, and, 
you know, I strategize a little on how to get everyone by. 
I purposefully work to understand the school community, and that goes beyond these walls. 

Few principals (3/10) specifically referred to leadership development impacting their development of political acumen:  

Leadership development should have a networking component, and this would help leaders develop political acumen. 
I found belonging to a network really helped. 
Leadership development helped me to hone my skills in political acumen. 
Particularly my master’s and different courses that I have taken helped my political acumen. 



The other seven principals, however, spoke positively about the potential role of leadership programs and 
professional development enhancing a leader’s exercise of political acumen:  

You need to make sure you are providing professional development. 
The mentorship part of leadership development can support people’s political acumen. 
Professional development can develop an awareness of self and others that helps political acumen. 
You can teach people political acumen, but you need to teach them how to read the landscape. 
Definitely on the political side, have a leadership program. That side can be learned. 

This indicates, therefore, that although the principals did not believe that their experience of leadership development 
had contributed to their political acumen, they did believe that leadership development could and should support 
leaders in their exercise of political acumen. 

All of the principals referred to the need for leaders to possess political acumen at some level, and in the open-ended 
questions they all gave examples of how they developed and exercised political acumen: 

Political acumen is awkward for me. I want to tell everyone that I am not a political person, but I have to be political. I 
need to know where I sit in the strata of things. I think this is the coming of age for political acumen. Because the 
system is constantly changing, you have to be dynamic and know how to figure out the system. 

Sometimes it gets political and you need to know what to do. Last year there was a tough situation with the union. 
There was some political posturing, but I just kept focused on the things we do well, and I think as a result we came 
out of last year quite a bit better off than some schools. 

By asking the trustees before they read our information, we got a feel what they needed to hear from our perspective. 
Whether you agree or not, you are the political leader and you have to function as a political leader. 

To get that big picture perspective is key. You can’t always be reactionary; you can’t always be upset with the 
bureaucracy. You fight the fights you need to, but you also have to know how to work within the system and 
appreciate how all the pieces fit together. 

You get conflicting messages as a school principal as to what you need to do. So there was the conflict for me, and 
the tension was very difficult this year. One of the things that I struggled with this year was that I needed to advocate 
for my school community, but I am also an employee of the district. 

I had to deal with an allegation of sexual harassment from one student to another. 
Our numbers are dropping, and we need to have new programs to stay viable. 
I am supposed to be neutral, but it is my fundamental belief that the school should remain open. 

Our school was part of a special project because we were seen as a have-not school. Suddenly, the school that had 
been have-not for years was the have school, and other schools began to say, Why should we have the project? 

With the establishment of the School Councils in the ’90s, there is a greater need to have political acumen. You need 
to give parents a voice to advocate. 

The transcripts also revealed that these principals experienced personal tensions in exercising political acumen:  

I am reflecting some personal disappointments that I feel about the politics. But I don’t speak to people about that in 
an open way within our school system because that would make it even worse. And yet when we are working with the 
parents in our community, we have to throw aside our own feelings where we are in work and speak positively and 
reflect the system in a good light. 

Analysis of Face-to-Face Interview Transcripts Relating to Leadership Development

None of the principals referred to leadership development as the key factor in their development of social and political 
acumen. All of them, however, referred to leadership development as important and having the potential to positively 
impact leaders’ exercise of social and political acumen. Neither did the principals refer to undergraduate studies as 
impacting their social and political acumen. Five of the 10 principals, however, believed that their postgraduate 



university programs contributed to their development of social and political acumen. Indeed, these principals spoke 
strongly about the influence of their master’s program and postgraduate courses: 

Real growth for me was finishing my master’s degree. It was key and a turning point in my life.  

I did courses and went back to university to work on my graduate studies. I took a lot of that away with me. That is 
kind of where I was making connections, building relationships, and understanding that different groups have different 
needs. I was raising that awareness level for myself personally, and that was my own professional development. 

I did a wonderful postgraduate university program. The professor emphasized relationships. 
My master’s program was actually a real pleasant surprise to me. It took me twenty years to convince myself to go 
back to school. The professors brought a lot to the table, and all of the interactions with people in the courses was 
great. 
I had innate skills, but I developed them through the different master’s courses that I have taken. 

Five of the 10 principals commented on the positive role that professional development played in supporting their 
exercise of social and political acumen:  

Professional development is an important piece and provides an opportunity to network. 
There is a leadership program with our district, and that helped. 
I pick high-quality conferences to go to with a theme that I tie into my growth plan. 
Workshops, courses, and books have been important. 
I am part of a book group, and that is great. 

The principals also indicated that school districts should support the development of social and political acumen 
through leadership development:  

The institution has a responsibility, a very large one, to be open enough so that individuals can say, “I just don’t have 
this skill.”

    Importance of Mentorship

Although there was no specific question directed to the principals about the role of mentorship, the transcripts 
strongly indicated that every principal emphasized the role that mentors had played in their lives. There was particular 
focus on the mentor as role model and coach. All of the principals acknowledged the role of mentors in supporting 
their development of social and political acumen and contributing to their success:  

Good mentors have contributed to my development of social and political acumen. 
Mentors for me are significant in terms of what and who I’ve become. I can identify three very significant people in my 
life.
The mentorship piece is really important for new principals. 
You need some mentors. I know that I had a mentor who nurtured me in such a way that I was able to practice my 
craft and get better. He gave me feedback and encouraged me to be reflective. 

Probably the things that had the greatest impact on me as a leader were not programs, but they were people. If I 
were designing a leadership program, I would look into the right kind of mentorship program. How are we going to 
match people because matching needs to be done carefully? And how are we going to provide time? 

Seven of the principals specifically referred to the role of mentor as the most important part of leadership 
development programs. All of the principals, however, talked about the huge contribution that their mentors had made 
to their evolution as educational leaders. In addition, four of the principals specifically stated that there was not 
enough done in leadership development programs to support the role of mentors:  

I think mentorship is really important, and leadership development has to happen more directly through mentorship. 

If you are going to ask us to come out and spend time in leadership development, there needs to be modeling by 
senior leadership. 
What is really missing are opportunities to learn from other administrators. 
Great mentors or mentorship is what I think needs to happen. 



The transcripts also included a number of comments from the principals about their vision of a leadership 
development program reflecting the need to support social and political acumen: 

Get them to understand their role and the bigger picture. 
It would have networking as a component. 
We need to learn the existence of politics, but also how to deal with it and be most effective. 
I think mentorship is an extremely important part of a leadership program supporting social and political acumen. 
Social and political acumen can be learned in leadership programs, but it must have meaning for what you are doing. 
High-quality conferences that support developing social and political acumen will help. 
The theoretical component of leadership development needs to have a real-life application that we could have a 
chance to practice. 
Workshops and courses rarely say how social and political acumen actually work. 
University programs should be included that allow you to build your skills in social and political acumen. 
Leadership development should help people understand what is social and political acumen. Then focus the energy 
on what aspects or what strategies we have to use to support the school. 

Conclusion

The group of ten principals who were interviewed clearly loved their jobs:  

I love what I’m doing. I could retire, but as long as I am having fun, I am staying. 

It’s a lot of work, but it is all well worth it. The interviews revealed that these leaders’ preconceptions and typifications 
contributed to their view of the reality of their leadership positions and impacted how they exercised social and 
political acumen. This was evident in all of the principals’ discussion regarding what is needed in dynamic leadership. 
The following table summarizes these principals’ view of dynamic leadership. 



It was also clear that these principals believe dynamic leaders need to be able to exercise social and political 
acumen. When these principals were asked for their opinion on why they were nominated as dynamic leaders, each 
responded giving an example of a difficulty that required the effective exercise of social and political acumen. These 
included:  

school closure  
removal of a successful literacy program  
reduction of teaching staff  
low exam results  
dropping enrolment  
divided staff  
difficult evaluation situation  
budgetary concerns  
staff morale issue  

The interviews also revealed that these leaders had a greater level of confidence in their exercise of social acumen. 
Although they generally had less confidence in their exercise of political acumen, they believed that the exercise of 
political acumen is necessary for effective leadership. It is also noteworthy that these principals emphasized the role 
of mentors in leadership development as a means to support leaders. 

It is evident that any leadership development program needs to support leaders’ exercise of social and political 



acumen. In addition, such programs need to recognize that those leaders who understand the role of preconceptions 
and typifications can more effectively exercise social and political acumen. 

REFERENCES

Chenoweth, T. G., & Everhart, R. B. (2002). Navigating comprehensive school change. Larchmont, NY: Eye on 
Education. 

Courchene, T. J. (2001). A state of minds. Montreal, QC: Institute of Research on Public Policy. 

Czaja, M., Livingston Prouty, J., & Lowe, J. (1998). Mentoring and the context for teacher leadership: A study of 
twenty-four professional development schools. International Journal: Continuous Improvement Monitor, 1(3). 
Available on the web: http://llanes.panam.edu/journal/library/Vol1No.3/czaja.html 

Durkheim, E. (1938). The rules of sociological method (S. A. Solovay & J. H. Mueller, Trans.). New York: Free Press. 
(Original work published 1895) 

Durkheim, E. (1955). Pragmatism and sociology (J. C. Whitehouse, Trans.). New York: Cambridge University Press. 
(Original work published 1913) 

Durkheim, E. (1986). Durkheim on politics and the state (W. D. Halls, Trans.). Stanford, CA: Stanford University 
Press. (Original work published 1905) 

Durkheim, E. (2002). Sens lectures. Retrieved September 20, 2001, from 
http://www.relst.uiuc.edu/durkheim/texts/1884a/tr.abst.html (Original work published 1884) 

Gaskell, J. (1995). Secondary schools in Canada. Toronto, ON: Canadian Education Association. 

Gladwell, M. (2002). The tipping point. Boston: Little, Brown. 

Guba, E. G. (1978). Towards a methodology of naturalistic inquiry in educational evaluation. Los Angeles: UCLA 
Graduate School of Education. 

Guba, E. G., & Lincoln, Y. (1981). Effective evaluation. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Hodgkinson, C. (1978). Towards a philosophy of administration. New York: St. Martin’s Press. 

Hodgkinson, C. (1983). The philosophy of leadership. Oxford: Blackwell. 

Kahn, R. L., & Cannell, C. F. (1957). The dynamics of interviewing. New York: Wiley & Sons. 

Kneebone, R. D., & McKenzie, K. J. (1996). Swallowing frogs and herding cats: The conjunctural forces behind the 
Alberta budget cuts. Discussion Papers Series No 96-03. Calgary, AB: University of Calgary. Department of 
Economics. 

Mandel, D. R. (2000). Recognizing and encouraging exemplary leadership in America’s schools: A proposal to 
establish a system of advanced certification for administrators. Issues and Insights: American Association of School 
Administrators. Arlington, VA: National Policy Board for Educational Leadership, pp. 2-11. Retrieved November 7, 
2001, from http://www.aasa.org/issues_and_insights 

Manzer, R. (1994). Public schools and political ideas. Toronto, ON: University of Toronto Press. 

Mestrovic, S. G. (1992). Durkheim and postmodern culture. New York: Aldine de Gruyter. 

Mortimore, P. (2000). Globalisation, effectiveness and improvement. International Congress for School Effectiveness 
and Improvement. Retrieved November 21, 2003, from http://www.ioe.ac.uk/directorate/icsei_speech.htm 

Patton, M. Q. (1987). How to use qualitative methods in evaluation. Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 

Searle, J. (1995). Minds, brains, and science. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 



Shellard, E. (2003). Defining the principalship: A principal’s instructional and managerial responsibilities should 
complement and support each other. Principal, 82(4), 56-60. 

Webber, C., & Robertson, J. (1998). Boundary braking: An emergent model for leadership development. Education 
Policy Analysis Archives, 6(21), 1-22. 

Author’s Address: 

Dr. Andra McGinn 
Superintendent of Educational Services, Area B 
Calgary Catholic School District 
1000, Fifth Avenue, S.W. 
Calgary, Alberta 
T2P 4T9 

# relationships 
#


