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THE JOHN ADAIR MODEL 
FUNCTIONAL LEADERSHIP  

 
From Charles Handy, 
Understanding Organisations, 1985. 
 
 
Whether we are talking about leadership or team building 
or supervision or senior management or running an 
organisation; Or whether we are talking about sports 
teams or voluntary groups or small work teams or major 
organisations, … the single core question of the writings 
on leadership is about what it takes to transform poor or 
mediocre teams into the highest performing teams. 
 
John Adair perfected a very successful model of 
Leadership Training based on his experience at the Royal 
Military Academy at Sandhurst England and on research 
data from groups and leadership.  The model is based on 
THE THREE CIRCLES, three overlapping foci or areas of 
needs, that are involved in any leadership situation : 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Adair emphasises the importance of distinguishing the 
individual from the group.  There will seldom, if ever, be a 
perfect match between the needs of the individual, the 
group and the task.  Effective leadership depends upon 
giving appropriate emphasis to particular areas at 
particular times, aware of and managing the tension.   
 
To do this, a functional approach with these eight 
functions is needed: 
 
� Defining the Task  
� Planning  
� Briefing  
� Controlling  

� Evaluating  
� Motivating  
� Organising  
� Setting an Example 

 
Adair says that leadership style is more than and different 
from taking decisions, which is relatively straightforward.  

FUNCTIONAL LEADERSHIP 
From JOHN ADAIR 
 
Effective Leadership, 1983. 
IMI Conference, 1986. 
 
 
Groups and organisations are a bit like individual 
people, they are always uniquely different ... so what 
works in one won’t necessarily work in another … But, if 
you look around, you will see that not only are we all 
uniquely different, we have certain things in common …  
All groups and organisations have common areas of 
needs.  What’s all that got to do with Leadership? 
 
According to this Model, for success to be achieved, 
certain key functions have to be performed.  And a 
function is something you do, as opposed to a quality, 
which is something you are, … 
 
For example, somebody has to say what the goal is, 
which may sound desperately simple to you, but there 
are lots of organisations and people who are not very 
clear what the task is, what they are in business for, … 
 
The more that people share in decisions that affect their 
working lives the more they are motivated to carry them 
out … And that isn’t a bit of psychological trickery, it’s 
good old common sense again … it’s true of you … it’s 
true of me … that if we are told to do something, we will 
do it … but if we are involved in the thinking, if we are 
taken into the confidence of management and if we are 
shown the problems and then our ideas are drawn out, 
then clearly we are going to be far more committed in 
carrying out the results … So it’s not black magic … It’s 
common sense ! 
 
The benefits of leadership are firstly that your 
organisation or company will have a clear sense of 
direction in the task area.  It will know where it’s going, it 
will have some goals and plans and guidelines and 
values to guide it by, … 
 
Secondly, the members will feel that they are part of an 
effective team … working in a complementary way as 
pieces of a jigsaw … fitting in to achieve that common 
task … they will have the morale that goes with that. 
 
And thirdly, the individuals will feel inspired and 
motivated and encouraged by your example and by the 
whole culture and climate of the organisation to give of 
their best … You can pay them to give the minimum ...  
But what is it which draws the best out of people? 



                         C O A C H  &   J R O C H I E 
                         T R A I N E R   H O L O H A N 

 

                                  P A G E  2 
 

 
… there are lots 
of organisations 
and groups and 
people who are 
not very clear 
what they are in 
business for … 

… no consultation 
= no commitment, 
… guaranteed, … 

… if you cannot 
specify in english 
the exact behaviour 
you want, don’t 
expect to get it, … 

08 ACTIVITIES re TASK 
 
 
� What business are we in?  Agree the vision, mission, 

basic purpose, direction, aims and targets for the 
Team - DEFINE THE TASK; 

� Agree the specifics of the plan and strategy to 
achieve that Task - deliverables, measurables 
and timescales;  

� Identify all the resources necessary including 
people, processes, systems and tools, and 
the financials, communications, technology; 

� Who exactly is going to do what? By when? How will 
we know it has been done? Who reports to whom?  
What if not?  Agree all the objectives, responsibilities, 
and accountability measurables for each individual 
Team Member;  And agree standards as well as the 
quality, time and reporting parameters, and the review 
dates;  It is absolutely essential to explicitly specify the 
exact behaviours required; 

� Talk through each and every “what if?” scenario; 
 
� Measure, control and 

maintain the activities and 
the overall performance 
against the plan and those 
agreed parameters;  

� Review and adjust vision, 
plan, strategies, targets, 
parameters as necessary; 

� Praise, Publicly Praise;  
Report, Publish, Celebrate 
achievements, progress. 

 
 

 

08 ACTIVITIES re TEAM 
 
 

� Agree and communicate the objectives, plan, 
parameters of performance and review dates, all as 

above; It is essential to explicitly 
specify the exact behaviours required; 

� Review and change the composition 
and balance of the team;  Agree the 
chain of command, project- and team-
leadership roles within the Team; 

� Revisit focus, approach, style, culture, discipline, 
behaviours of the team - the softer elements; 

� Promote team-working, joint-tasking, morale, 
communications and team-spirit;  Anticipate and 
resolve team conflict, struggles or disagreements; 

 
� Give feedback on the team performance 

measurements; 
� Acknowledge and praise team and individual effort, 

good work, achievements; 
� Confront all below-par team efforts or performances; 
� Seek out opportunities for extra responsibilities and 

experiences, extra delegated authority, further 
training and development opportunities in order to 
develop the collective capability of the Team.  Also, 
seek out new team- and project-leadership roles 
within the Team. 

 
 

08 ACTIVITIES re INDIVIDUAL 
 
 

� Give attention to understanding each Team Member 
as an individual - personality, skills, strengths, 
talents, needs, ambitions, fears; 

� Identify, utilise and develop each individual's 
particular capabilities and strengths; 

� Support, coach, mentor individuals - plans, 
problems, challenges, highs and lows; 

� Review and agree appropriate individual objectives, 
responsibilities, accountabilities, measures, 
standards, all parameters, review dates;  It is 
essential to explicitly specify the exact behaviours 
required … if you can’t specify the exact behaviour, 
don’t expect to get it;  

  
� Give feedback on the 

individual performance 
measurements; 

� Acknowledge and praise 
individual effort, good 
work, achievements; 

� Confront all below-par efforts or performances; 
� Seek out opportunities for extra responsibilities and 

experiences, extra delegated authority, further 
training and development opportunities. 


