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We speak of leadership during workshops and meetings, NGOs throw around quotes about 
it, but when we want to discuss it, when we try to say what it is and what it is good for, we run 
into serious trouble. There seems to be a general consensus that “leadership is important,” 
yet there is very little common understanding what it is.

This preliminary research tried to shed some light into this complex theme, with a basic aim 
to explore the fundamental questions we might want to ask and try to answer if we were to 
pay closer attention to leadership. Our specific aim was to see how people involved in civil 
society view new and emerging leaders.

Four round-table discussions (live or virtual) were carried out in four countries of the CEE 
region (Bratislava, Budapest, Cluj and Prague). Organizers summarized outcomes from 
national discussions (see appendices) and met in the Czech Republic (Moravská nova ves) 
for a two day working conference to compare their outcomes and insights. This REGIONAL 
SUMMARY summarizes national outcomes and the discussion that took place during the 
conference.

The main purpose of this REGIONAL SUMMARY is to inspire future researchers to 
investigate some of the points, issues and themes raised through this introductory work, 
providing them with some basic theses and outlines.

Nature of Leadership

There is an overwhelming understanding that leadership is an intrinsic human quality, not 
extrinsic. It comes from inside of one’s character and cannot be taught or provided to 
a person from the outside. At the same time, it is no superior quality. There is good 
leadership as well as leadership that can lead to manipulation, misuse, brainwashing, 
populism etc. 

As such, leadership can be cultivated. On the side of leaders or potential leaders by 
opportunity (a situation in which one can succeed or fail and is forced to hold full 
responsibility for it) and reflection. On the side of those who are lead by better understanding 
of its significance and the acceptance of roles involved, as most people seem to be reluctant 
to openly assume either role – to lead and to follow. In this sense, emerging leaders need 
their role-models, they need to be inspired by other leaders.



Leadership and Civil Society

There is a predominating conviction that NGOs represent a vibrating space that offers a 
great deal a opportunities for young and emerging leaders. At the same time there is a strong 
voice that leadership cannot and should not be directly associated with civil society 
organizations. It is quite clear that the context of civil society leadership has been changing 
dramatically. Boundaries of the civic sector have grown rather fuzzy over the past decade 
and are likely to become even less apparent. Emerging leadership should thus be associated 
with public space, public action and perhaps with a community, rather than with professional 
organizations, institutions, existing structures and formats of work. Due to the growing 
pluralism and continued fragmentation of public discourse, the peripheries of civic action far 
outside of the mainstream might reveal much more about the multiform nature of future 
leadership in public space. 

Talking About Leadership

“Leadership” is a hard to translate word into all four languages involved in this research. 
Local equivalents have strong negative connotations attached to them (usually linked to 
WWII); using the English word is viewed as a snobbish artificial import, making a case out of 
something where there is non (this is a typical use in politics and in the media). This 
complicates open and broad public discussion about this topic, turning it into an “expert” or 
“insider’s” debate only.

As we all have somewhat of a hard time talking about leadership, we use many insightful 
comparisons when discussing it. Leader has been compared to “outsider”, “guru”, “manager”, 
but also to Don Quijote or even Don Juan. We found the tension between these semantic 
pairs to be rather inspirational.


