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Abstract: There is a pressing need for public administration leaders to exhibit expertise-based
intuitive leadership traits for developing countries to respond to sustainability challenges. While
the importance of explicit and tacit knowledge to underpin expertise-based intuitive decision-making
is known, public service leaders of developing countries can lack these traits. It is necessary to explore
the reasons for leadership skills gaps in order to define remedial actions, such as better executive
development training. This study conducts 28 in-depth interviews with public administration
leaders, managers, and executive training professionals in Pakistan to address the challenge of
how to build expertise-based intuitive leadership traits in public administration leaders. The main
findings highlight deficiencies in domain-specific knowledge and soft skills. Deficits in the formal
training of leaders and the negative contribution of cultural preconditions both result in explicit
and tacit knowledge gaps that undermine expertise-based intuitive decision-making. An “iceberg
of expertise-based leadership” model is conceptualized, extending on previous models, to describe
the intangible role that explicit and tacit knowledge play in the visible expression of leadership skills.
The relevance of this model for the success of public sector-led initiatives for sustainable development
is highlighted.

Keywords: leadership skills; decision-making; leadership behavior; intuitive leadership;
expertise-based decision-making; public administration; executive development training

1. Introduction

South Asian countries represent almost every fifth person in the world, and the developmental
challenges for the governments and citizens of these nations are enormous. Public sector leaders of
developing countries are confronted with the governmental challenges of openness and accountability;
access to public services and information; expansive bureaucracies; administrative patrimonialism; and
public corruption [1]. Considering these public sector reform challenges, it is difficult for developing
countries of South Asia to achieve sustainability targets defined in the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) [2]. The emergence of strong public institutions is a pre-requisite to overcome the challenges
for sustainable development. While structural and procedural reforms of New Public Management
have been undertaken in developing countries, their success and the achievement of SDGs through
strong institutions is contingent on capacity building of public sector leaders and administrators [3].
Governance and leadership failures in Pakistan continue to be reported as underlying causes for
the failure of sustainable development initiatives [4,5]. Public sector reforms in South Asia require
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structural reform combined with new requisite human skills and knowledge. Administrational and
technical capacity building may require improved tacit knowledge through formal training, mobilized
with implicit knowledge gained through years of workplace expertise [6]. Such capacity building
would assist the emergence of expert leaders capable of expertise-based intuitive decision-making to
address sustainability challenges.

In developing countries, a lack of technical expertise can generate a potential disconnect between
the required knowledge of organizational leaders and their decision-making processes, meaning that
their decisions may not be appropriately informed by expertise. It has been reported that among
the public sector leadership of developing countries, a lack of technical expertise can inhibit the ability
of leaders to make effective and innovative decisions [7]. Despite this lack of expertise, public
sector leaders still have the responsibility to set organizational direction and lead organizational
decision-making. The Human Capital Project of the World Bank Group is one example of the centrality
of human capital development to achieving the aims of the SDGs. The importance of human capacity
development among public administrators acknowledges the critical role of the public sector for
driving national agendas for poverty alleviation and sustainability. In South Asian countries where
public sector leaders enjoy esteem and have social influence because of their public positions and
authority [8], developing their capacities as expert leaders is even more critical. Thus, the emergence
of sustainable public sector administration in developing countries demands that public sector leaders
have adequate knowledge based on experience and formal training [9], to make expertise-based
decisions and overcome detrimental legacies of the past.

Pakistan is the sixth most populous country of the world, having 216.6 million people [10], of
whom 24.3 percent live below poverty line [11]. The size of Pakistan’s public sector employs 7.1%
of employed people [12]. Importantly, Pakistan public sector policy making has strong influence on
private infrastructure, industry, and service sectors for access to resources for project execution [13].
In Pakistan, public sector leadership has strong control over the provision of basic services in health,
education, public transport, water management, and communications, which must be improved
to implement poverty alleviation programs [14]. Public sector officials are appointed through civil
service examinations and their promotion and hierarchical progression is based on years of service
rather than performance or skills development. Public sector leaders enjoy prestige, esteem, and
life status stemming from their position. It is reported that public sector leaders work to fulfill
their personal needs rather than serving the needs of the state, there is a rampant corruption at all
organizational levels, and that public resources can be used improperly or illegally for personal gain [15].
The government of Pakistan has made efforts to improve public sector performance through various
developmental programs. Asian Development Bank programs in education and health improvement
are examples [16], but significant improvement is reported to be limited [14]. Despite a long history of
reform programs, Pakistan’s public sector is still considered cumbersome, corrupt, and inefficient by
its citizens, government, and international development community [15].

This study adapts Nonaka and Takeuchi’s knowledge iceberg [17] to conceptualize the acquisition
and use of knowledge by public sector leaders [18]. Nonaka and Takeuchi represented explicit
knowledge as the visible portion of an iceberg, and tacit knowledge as being the invisible submerged
portion [17]. This differs from Yoshida’s 1989 conceptualization of an “iceberg of ignorance”, which
describes the failure of bottom-up knowledge transfer within an organization, resulting in an
organizational knowledge deficit in leadership. This study refocuses the scientific discourse on
leadership in public administration, by addressing both the visible and the unseen portion of Nonaka
and Takeuchi’s knowledge iceberg. It posits that explicit and tacit knowledge gaps both impede
effective decision-making by public sector leaders, and that both of these knowledge gaps can be
invisible in the decision-making processes of public sector leaders. This study explores acquisition of
adequate and relevant knowledge and behaviors to investigate the reasons for inexpert leadership in
public sector organizations of developing countries, focusing specifically on Pakistan.
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Scientific discourse on explicit and implicit knowledge has helped to guide our current
understanding of expertise in public sector leaders. However, public sector leadership in developing
countries is less well studied, and the reasons for a lack of expertise-based intuitive leadership in these
regions are less often explored. Through 28 interviews of public sector leaders and executive trainers,
this study explores knowledge development among public sector leaders. The present study addresses
the question of how explicit and implicit knowledge deficits contribute to failures in expertise-based
intuitive leadership. In doing so, this study advances current conceptualizations of the knowledgebase
that contribute to expertise-based intuitive leadership. In doing so, this study sheds light on the capacity
of public administration leaders to innovate in response to modern sustainability challenges. With
regards to professional practice, this study aims to inform best practice in executive training programs,
so that they might better equip public sector leaders in developing countries to manage more effectively
in this era of rapid global change.

1.1. Public Sector Leadership

Central to van Wart’s [19] definition of public sector leadership is the development and support
of followers that deliver results in alignment with an organization’s environment. To help understand
how leaders pursue this aim, the theories of Burns [20] on transformational and transactional
leadership are still relevant in contemporary discourse. It is argued that public sector leaders should
embody transformational leadership traits, relying on transactional relationships only moderately, and
depending more heavily on integrity and ethics in the fulfillment of tasks [21]. Since transformational
leadership in the public sector is associated with leaders who have the domain knowledge to
set organizational goals and vision, and embody ethical values, public sector leaders that lack
the necessary technical skills or integrity may rely more heavily on transactional leadership through
the use of pecuniary incentives. Leadership failure has great importance because the quality of public
sector leadership has been shown to negatively impact on public service motivation, and employee
engagement and performance [22,23]. Such leadership failure is critical in developing countries like
Pakistan where transactional leadership traits still predominate.

The work of van Wart [19] affirmed that public sector leadership can be a learned trait, highlighting
the potential value of executive training for public sector leaders. While much scientific discourse,
most recently profiled by Virtanen [24], has described the value and best practice application of public
sector leadership development programs, those studies almost exclusively consider the public service
context of developed countries. Similarly, studies of public sector leaders having higher public sector
motivations and motivation to achieve rather than wield power, as reviewed by Orazi, Turrini, and
Valotti [21], are also exclusively focused on developed countries. Scientific discourse on public sector
leadership traits and training has advanced greatly over the last few decades. However, there is
a pressing need for further evaluation of public sector leadership in developing countries to understand
how executive training programs can be contextually developed for the specific needs of public sector
leaders in developing countries.

Public sector organizations of developing countries, such as Pakistan, India, Nepal, and Bangladesh,
are facing daunting challenges to adopt rapidly developing technology platforms and to reform public
administration to respond to sustainability challenges [6,8]. The main barrier to adopting and absorbing
new technology and contemporary management practices is a lack of knowledge, as conceptualized by
Rodrigo-Alarcén, Garcia-Villaverde, Parra-Requena, et al. [25]. Those authors maintain that a lack of
knowledge is impacted by specific cultural influences. For example, in many developing countries
public sector organizational culture is characterized by high power distance, low individuality, and
high uncertainty avoidance [26,27]. As such, decision-making becomes concentrated at higher levels,
engendering sycophancy and the bureaucratization of decision-making, which builds resistance to
change. As an example, in the area of human resource management for staff recruitment, strong
cohesive groups can inhibit equal opportunity recruitment by using biased recommendations based
on personal connections [28]. Such insular recruiting environments perpetuate workplace culture
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stagnation, where skills development through advanced training does not directly lead to professional
advancement. To support the employment of highly skilled experts as leaders of public sector
organizations, organizational culture must change so that it is conducive to professional learning and
knowledge management for evidence-based policy development [29].

Transformational leadership styles and the interpersonal skills that underpin them have been
demonstrated to be essential for successful knowledge management in large organizations [30,31].
Such leadership styles are more positively correlated with good knowledge management practices
than transactional leadership traits [32]. More broadly, organizational cultures that do not respect
the acquisition of knowledge, hoard knowledge at senior levels, and inhibit knowledge sharing through
social interaction, present barriers for knowledge management [33]. These global perspectives are also
reflected in leadership in Pakistan where it has been shown that through knowledge management,
transformational leadership styles positively predict rational decision-making and organizational
learning and organizational performance [34-36]. As shown in the health-care sector of developing
countries, lack of support from senior management, insufficient strategic planning, and inadequate
organizational structures continue to impede effective knowledge management [37,38]. Tellingly,
knowledge sharing motivation among employees is insufficient to overcome the barriers of inadequate
organizational culture or leadership [39].

In private sector technology organizations, leadership roles such as the Chief Knowledge Officer
or Chief Information Officer (CIO) have gained visibility for their function in focusing organizations on
knowledge management and addressing the need to value knowledge held by an organization as an
asset [40]. However, in public sector organizations, government CIOs are more focused on addressing
organizational Information and Communication Technology (ICT) capacity and adoption; furthermore,
a 2013 study of government CIO training identified no training courses in any South Asian country [41].
While companies in knowledge industries are institutionally reinforcing knowledge management
through these senior leadership positions, their absence in the public sectors of developing countries
leaves these sectors more vulnerable to traditional hierarchical control that inhibits positive culture
change. Visionary leadership with knowledge, skills, expertise, and positive values and behaviors
can bring radical change. However, clear strategy, vision, and values within public sector leadership
can be lacking. This inhibits positive culture change and public sector reform [42], which results
in public administration that is not responsive to society’s rapid changes and is ill-equipped to
address future needs. Expertise-based leadership is critical to successfully bring positive change in
complex administrative systems. Leaders need the cognitive capacity to overcome impediments to
the abilities of individuals across organizations [43]. Such leadership further promotes accountability,
performance, and organizational effectiveness [44]. Conversely, the lack of expert knowledge in
public sector leadership perpetuates the existence of fraud, corruption, governance failure, inefficiency,
and poor financial control. As such, expertise-based leadership is critical for sustainable public
sector management.

1.2. Expert Leadership

Fisher and Kiel [45] describe two types of expertise in practice, passive expertise and formal
expertise. Passive expertise arises from ”exposure through life experience and the position one occupies
in a society or culture”. Whereas formal expertise is developed by extended study of a particular subject.
Since the roots of passive expertise originate in the social and cultural background of the expert, they
can be biased by social and cultural preconditioning. The subjective nature of passive expertise leads
to overestimation of one’s knowledge of a field and creates a consequent illusion of understanding.
Furthermore, personal perspectives derived from age or gender can influence the quality of passive
expertise that is acquired [45]. We extend this argument regarding the impact of sociocultural
preconditioning on passive expertise, to include public sector workplace culture. Differing from
passive expertise, formal expertise does not lead to overestimation of competencies [45]. With formal
expertise, experts are more likely to embrace a cognition-based, individualistic understanding. They
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have task-performance competencies to solve problems and can make decisions through outstanding
cognitive activity [46].

As conceptualized by Salas [47], expertise-based intuitive decision-making uses unconscious
information processing systems of cognition developed through explicit domain-specific knowledge
and implicit attitudes and phenomenological experiences. See [47] for a review of the development
of our understanding of expertise-based intuitive leadership and its applications. When applied to
public sector leaders, explicit knowledge refers to formal knowledge acquired through qualifications
that are requisite for the position held. Implicit attitudes and experiences refer to the cultural and
social preconditions and the life-long workplace learning that leaders carry with them throughout
the development of their career. Implicit and explicit knowledgebase comprise resources that are
required for leaders to make decisions that are informed by their expertise. Expertise-based intuitive
decision-making is a valuable characteristic of leaders and it is of critical importance to organizational
effectiveness. The leaders of public sector organizations in developing counties have a powerful role
both in implementing and reinforcing current regulatory frameworks and deciding upon adopting
new regulations to bring organizational shifts to meet sustainable development goals [2,6].

Explicit and tacit knowledge embody the skills, intuition, organizational culture, reputation, and
codified theory that enable leaders to affect decision-making in organizations [48]. Such knowledge
enables leaders to evaluate situations and incorporate new experiences and information [49]. During
a time of global change, it is essential that public administrators are able to acquire new knowledge
and adopt new paradigms for sustainability, rather than carrying the legacies of old practices that
are ill-suited to respond to novel challenges. In principle, the codified theory that public sector
leaders gain through formal education and the technical experience that they gain over time in
workplaces, constitute a structured, explicit knowledgebase to support expertise-based intuition in
order to promote innovation in their organizations. However, also important is the tacit knowledge
held by leaders, which is a critical contributor to effective management and organizational competitive
advantage [47,49,50] for organizational innovation capacity [51]; knowledge sharing or diffusion [52,53];
teamwork [54]; and knowledge management [55,56]. However, the intangible nature of tacit knowledge
can leave the decision-making of leaders susceptible to negative influences. For example, the culturally
derived tacit knowledgebase of managers in South Asia can lead them to prefer workers who will
follow them even when they are wrong, inducing workers to highly value followership rather than
performance [57]. Thus, poor leadership and unsustainable organizational culture can be normalized
by blindly loyal followers who may placate poor behavior to maintain the appearance that everything
is alright. As such, leaders’ decisions can appear to be well grounded, even if they are baseless [58].

Use of explicit and tacit knowledge in public sector management is well characterized by Nonaka
and Takeuchi’s conceptualization of the “knowledge iceberg” [17]. The contribution of explicit
knowledge at the top of the iceberg to effective decision-making is visible. However, according to
Salas [47], effective decision-making requires expertise-based intuition, developed over time and
supported by intangible tacit knowledge. The hidden nature of the largely intangible tacit knowledge
is represented by the iceberg’s submerged portion. The use of explicit and tacit knowledge for
expertise-based intuitive decision-making by leaders for sustainable public sector administration is
known to be lacking in developed and developing countries [55]. However, in South Asian countries,
the acquisition and retention of this knowledge by public sector leaders remains largely unaddressed
in the scientific literature.

In public sector organizations, expert leadership is required for effective decision-making in
response to undefined or complex situations. Experts need not only general knowledge, specialized
skills, and broad experience, but they also need to continuously update their knowledgebase to express
expertise-based intuitive leadership. Besides expert knowledge, positive values and work behaviors
are also required for effective leadership to express informed confidence for employees to follow [59,60].
However, in many countries, public sector executives are often promoted because of their length of
service or for the strength of their professional networking with other authorities. Promotion of leaders
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by virtue of their position in the public sector not only creates the risk that these passive experts lack
formal expertise, but it opens the door to greater influence from negative public sector cultural traits
that impede organizational change and the sustainability of organizations. As passive experts, some
public sector leaders, particularly in developing countries, may be less educated, exhibit stronger
illusions about their expertise, and entrench existing negative workplace cultures [43]. Such leaders
induce a mum effect [61] or hubris syndrome [62] in organizations, thus limiting their capacity to
address sustainability challenges through innovation and reform.

Expert leadership relies on domain-specific intuition developed through extensive learning
and practice [63]. This knowledge and experience need continuous updating and development
to meet the changing needs of specific domains. Baylor [64] proposed a U-shaped model showing
the development over time of expertise-based intuitive decision-making, where low expertise is initially
associated with high immature intuition that decreases over time, replaced by mature intuition which
increases with expertise. Such expertise-based intuition is also referred to as educated intuition by
Hogarth [65]. Salas [47] referred to educated intuition as expertise-based intuition, where leaders have
deep and rich knowledge due to extensive experience within a domain. Expertise is a high level of skill
and knowledge, and leaders can achieve a high level of skill and knowledge through domain-specific
knowledge, focused experience, and practice over time [66,67]. The use of the term “intuition” in
this study must not be accepted in its general sense. Expertise-based intuitive decision-making is
a product of explicit and tacit knowledge and experience. Explicit knowledge fosters deliberative
decision-making while intuition is based on tacit learning and adds insight above and beyond
explicit, rule-based learning. Thus, expertise-based intuitive decision-making is still grounded by
domain-specific knowledge and experience [62,68,69]. At each hierarchical level of the public sector,
there is the opportunity for tacit knowledge to be carried up by emerging leaders. However, there
is also a risk that social and cultural biases create influences that drive decision-making that inhibits
organizational change and development [70]. It is important to understand how these decision-making
skills develop or are impeded in the public sector.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Data Collection

A qualitative interview methodology was used in this study, because qualitative interviews and
other qualitative approaches are favored when describing “routine and problematic moments and
meanings in individuals’ lives” [71]. Twenty-eight in-depth unstructured interviews of between 30
and 90 min were conducted, having consideration for postmodern interviewing approaches that
minimize the influence of the interviewer. Specifically, polyphonic interviewing of many respondents’
voices permitted analysis of the commonalities and differences between responses. Social, cultural,
historic, and economic factors were considered in preparing the location and language of the interviews
and their conduct by the interviewer. During data collection, the constant comparison method was
used to identify themes based on terms used by respondents, further minimizing any potential
interviewer influence. Prior to conducting interviews, the interviewer developed a clear plan, goal,
and focus for the interviews, establishing sufficient understanding of the setting to have a clear agenda
for the discussion, as recommended by Cohen and Crabtree, [72]. The interviews were conducted
individually through uninterrupted face-to-face meetings in the private offices of the participants.
All interviews were held and recorded in mixed Urdu and English. Participation was conditional to
the provision of prior voluntary informed consent by interviewees, and a commitment to the protection
of personally identifying information by the interviewer. Throughout the interviews, interviewees
were prompted to focus their reflections on public sector projects of relevance to the attainment of
SDGs; for example, projects relating to the improvement of health and education. The conduct of
the interviews was structured in three sequential phases. Firstly, interviewees were prompted to discuss
issues related to reasons for project failure, cost overruns, and timeframe delays. Second, interviewees
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were prompted to reflect on attitudes regarding leadership and the role of leadership in policy making,
project implementation, and organizational culture. Third, interviewees were prompted to reflect on
the knowledge required by leaders to become able to make expertise-based decisions for effective
policy development and strategy implementation. Recordings were subsequently transcribed into
English using the intelligent verbatim method. The sample number for participants was determined
by the theoretical saturation of themes. Participant recruitment and data collection was halted when
all emergent themes were saturated, in accordance with Charmaz [73]. Saturation was determined
according to Saunders, Sim, Kingstone, et al. [74]. Code saturation occurred after 14 interviews, and
sample number was increased to 28 to achieve mean saturation as defined by Hennink, Kaiser, and
Marconi [75].

2.2. Participants

The study participants were heads of divisions and project directors/managers from fourteen
public sector organizations in Islamabad, Pakistan. Organizations were targeted based on the relevance
of their work for achieving sustainability goals, and based on the structure of the organization being
sufficiently large to accommodate multiple hierarchical levels. Inclusion criteria for participants
were based on level of seniority being sufficient to have authority or influence over others; project
management in areas of relevance for achieving sustainability goals; and duties including project
economic analyses, financial project management, project proposal development, and reporting. When
this study refers to leaders, it adopts the view that leadership is characteristic that is dispersed at
many levels and within an organization and that leaders exist at many managerial and supervisory
levels [76-78]. When participants referred to leaders, they were referring to people who were in
positions of authority or influence over those participants. With the exception of executive training
organizations, all organizations employed more than 50 staff members and could be described as being
large government ministries or secretariats that are critical to the delivery of social services. Training
organizations involved in the training of public sector leaders were also interviewed to understand
the learning behaviors and training methodologies used to upgrade the knowledge and skills of public
sector leaders. Interviews covered the themes of project management, governance, approval, and
appraisal, because these areas of management are common to all areas and levels of public sector
administration [79]. Table 1 summarizes the types of participants that were included in this study.

Table 1. Study population.

Category Participants Gender
Male Female
Project Executives 11 10 1
Project Directors/Managers 9 8 1
Trainers 8 4 4
Total 28 22 6

2.3. Data Analysis

The collected qualitative data was quantified using MAXQDA code frequency analysis (version
20.18.2, VERBI Software Sozialforschung GmbH, Berlin, Germany, 2018). Use of code frequencies
supported identification of commonalities and differences between participants’ responses, independent
of interviewer influence [80]. Data analysis followed a constant comparative method. After 90 open
codes were identified, each line of the transcripts was read to select line segments for coding using
the MAXQDA in-vivo coding function. Open coding was continued until there was saturation of
each code and the emergence of categories [81]. Axial coding was conducted by filtering the initial
open codes into 10 categories, identifying those that had more saturation and were more relevant to
the research problem [82]. Selective coding into three core categories re-established the boundaries
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of the emerging theory. The theoretical saturation over core categories and their linkages helped to
develop the theory [83].

3. Results

3.1. Technical Skills

A principle finding of this study was a lack of leadership skills based on poor domain knowledge,
knowledge of international standards, and technological fluency. These skills gaps present critical
barriers for expert leadership. Table 2 summarizes the responses of participants, demonstrating through
code saturation the importance of these three lacking aspects of leadership skills and knowledge.

Table 2. Code frequencies describing technical skills.

Axial Codes Frequency
Domain knowledge 14
Technological fluency 5
International standards awareness 9
International standards acceptance 2

From a total of 28 transcripts analyzed, 20 transcripts had relevance for a technical skills code.

3.1.1. Domain Knowledge

According to the participants, their leaders lacked sufficient domain knowledge to manage
the specialized responsibilities of their ministries or organizations. Lacking technical bases for
decision-making, it was perceived that leaders were not committed to their own decisions. For
example, participants expressed that workplaces lacked proper monitoring and evaluation following
decision-making, contributing to a lack of organizational commitment to decisions that had been made
by leaders. For example, participants stated that:

People involved in decision-making and policy making have no competence level. Now
competence [should include] both skills and training, neither they are skilled nor trained. Hence, it is
a recipe for disaster. When, the condition of HR is such ... , then we are signing already failed projects.

[Leaders] are unable to understand the technical requirements of energy projects. As we are
working on energy conservation projects. Therefore, they ask minor questions and justifications that
are basically understood by any person with [superficial] know-how. Their questioning and our
justification process take time and affects the project.

The participant responses above are individual examples that relate to the lack of domain
knowledge held by leaders. As shown in Table 2, the constant comparison analysis used in this study
identified 14 statements from participants that were associated with the domain knowledge code,
the most frequent of the codes that reached saturation in the technical skills category.

It was further found that leaders failed to delegate their tasks to subordinates, and thus did not
access the technical skill available within their organizations. For example, as quoted by an interviewee:

In the case of [best practice] the project manager has full authority. However, in public sector
project management, the project manager has little authority, i.e., in project financing, he is dependent
on the functional manager of the finance department. The functional manager gave no flexibilities . ..
replying that your demands were not matching our rules and regulations. In [Pakistan], no one has
been following the project management practices, nor giving authority to project managers.

Recently I went to Korea for four-day training, in the end, they [Korean trainers] ask us to develop
an action plan and implement it in our country. I replied in the public sector if you need an action
plan to implement, then you should call an executive for this training. Because I am not autonomous
enough there.

Participants concluded that delegation failure was a result of a fear of losing power. Leaders
felt self-sufficient in their tacit knowledge based on their experience, inhibiting their desire to learn
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or adopt new technical skills and knowledge. The discussions with participants showed that while
leaders exhibited administrative skills, they were inexpert in the specialized functional domains of their
organizations. Consequently, they could deal with general administration, such as human resources,
physical asset management, and record keeping, but they were unable to understand domain-specific
problems like the cost and impact of domain-specific issues, and the managerial systems required for
domain-specific program implementation.

A subgroup of participants maintained that leaders should have domain-specific knowledge,
however other participants viewed leaders as requiring administrative knowledge only. This lack of
recognition among participants of the importance of expert leaders may be a consequence of the absence
of positive examples of expert leadership in their workplaces.

3.1.2. Technological Fluency

According to project managers, their leaders were not aware of the benefits of using technical
systems such as information and communication technology systems. According to trainers, the leaders
were “not computer literate”. Reinforcing these participant perceptions, it was observed during
interviews that leaders were paper dependent and not ready to accept new technical support systems.
For example, one participant said “we are paper dependent, we prefer to work on paper. Our behaviors
are not accepting paper in [many] activities ... ”

Such an absence of knowledge and lack of support for technology-based business support systems
from executives is an indication of the high barriers that exist for the application new knowledge or
new business systems. Sustainable development requires flexibility and a propensity of organizations
for adaptation and growth. Conversely, adherence to the inertia of past ways and existing culture
creates a strong impediment to public sector leadership decision-making to successfully meeting SDGs.

3.1.3. International Standards

In all public sector organizations that were studied, there was a lack of awareness of international
standards in management, and even if known, a lack of willingness to adopt them. As an example,
participating leaders were asked about their views on the Project Management Book of Knowledge
(PMBOK), an international standard for project management by PMI (the Project Management Institute)
which should be of critical importance for all interviewed leaders because of its international recognition
as a fundamental resource for effective project management. Only one participating leader replied
with a moderately positive mindset that “if PMBOK is a good standard and ... it can bring positive
changes, then suggest how”. Besides this response, other participants either did not know of PMBOK,
could not understand its application, or expressed no interest in understanding more.

The process of knowledge acquisition begins with an acceptance of the importance of knowledge.
Discussions with training consultants in this study show that there was a lack of acceptance of the utility
of international standards for project management by public sector officials. Reinforcing this training
industry view is the observation that public sector organizations in Pakistan largely do not follow
PMBOK, instead asking training industry consultants to serve them.

More broadly, the results of this study regarding domain knowledge demonstrate that not only
do public sector leaders lack the domain knowledge that they need, they also lack the knowledge of
international best-practice that would help to identify where they require professional development to
become better expert leaders. This inertial resistance creates enormous dependency on the external
provision of executive training, while also creating high barriers for the adoption of new knowledge
even if executive training is undertaken.

3.2. Soft Skills

The effectiveness of leaders is dependent on soft skills in addition to intellectual capacity and
technical expertise. David and McKenna [84] express the importance of technical knowledge in order to
provide expert leadership for the sustainable future of organizational operations. However, attitudinal
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management characteristics are also important, as exemplified by the need for trust and fairness for
the development of social license to operate and the sustainable future operations of a company or
organization [85]. The attitudinal characteristics discussed by the participants of the study show
that public sector leaders of Pakistan can lack the soft skills that are necessary for transformational
leaders to succeed in a new era of sustainable development. Table 3 summarizes the responses of
participants, demonstrating through code saturation the importance of four soft skills in public sector
leaders in Pakistan.

Table 3. Code frequencies describing soft skills.

Codes Frequency
Superiority 11
Envy behavior 2
Knowledge sharing 2
Resistance to change 6

Of 28 transcripts that were analyzed, 15 transcripts had relevance for a soft skills code.

3.2.1. Superiority

The low or non-technical knowledge of leaders in the field of project management is impeding
the implementation of new knowledge learned by young professionals. Having explored the lack
of technical knowledge of public sector leaders in Pakistan, interviews then addressed the challenge
of remedying those knowledge gaps. Discussions with participants showed that a feeling of
superiority was a key hurdle impeding the development of expert leaders. According to participants,
the motivational level of leaders to learn new skills starts decreasing approximately after the age of 50.
Hence instead of learning, leaders make decisions based on their tacit knowledge accrued throughout
their long professional histories. Participants also expressed the problem of time management. With
multitudinous responsibilities, the time required to attend formal professional training becomes
prohibitive. As such, it was reported that leaders delegated tasks requiring new knowledge
to their assistants. However, junior staff do not necessarily have the experience to apply new
knowledge to organizational responsibilities that ordinarily require the experience of senior leaders.
Furthermore, maintenance of a feeling of superiority inhibits engagement with more junior staff,
limiting organizational knowledge transfer and reinforcing a knowledge vacuum at senior levels.

3.2.2. Envy Behavior

Envy restricts knowledge sharing or knowledge promoting behavior at an executive level [86]. In
the present study, participants shared the impact of envy behavior in public service leaders. In relation
to permitting other staff to attend professional development, participants reported that “sometimes
[leaders] are reluctant because of thinking that they may come back with more knowledge, and lastly
overall have a feeling of not doing well for someone”. “Jealousy also matters. They do not want their
juniors to learn that they do not know ... Old executives never like juniors to learn, they taunt us”.

Leaders can play roles of “innovators”, “mentors”, and “facilitators” for developing positive
knowledge sharing culture in organizations [87]. They have a crucial role in planning knowledge sharing
processes and setting up knowledge sharing channels [88,89]. According to Pan and Scarbrough’s [90]
comprehensive list, effective leadership includes role-modelling, supporting organizational culture, and
creating environments conducive for knowledge sharing and knowledge creation. Besides the public
sector of Pakistan, the academic sector has also demonstrated leadership envy behavior in knowledge
creation and sharing. As discussed by Ali, Usman, and Pham [91], as a result of a social comparisons
with competent subordinates, leaders engage in the feeling of envy and engage in different knowledge

hiding behaviors.



Sustainability 2020, 12, 4544 11 of 19

3.2.3. Knowledge Sharing

Participants reported that even when leaders have new knowledge, they do not share it. “In
case of projects executed in multiple areas, project leaders should share knowledge to each other,
but they intentionally do not share keeping in mind the competition of completing project milestone
ahead of others”. “On the other hand, project leaders do not share their expertise and work, [they
are] knowledge hiders”. By not sharing their expertise-based organizational knowledge, many public
sector leaders in Pakistan limit the amount of knowledge sharing, thus impeding the ability of their
organizations to respond to challenges through innovation.

3.2.4. Resistance to Change

According to participants, in the public sector, the regulatory environment is such that it promotes
the status quo, deepening organizational inertia. It was reported that when project managers
bring external advanced knowledge into an organization, senior management provides no space to
implement their learned knowledge. Although the root cause of this resistance to change may be
a rigid regulatory environment, the conservative authorization behavior and low risk appreciation of
senior management further instil strong resistance to change. When knowledgeable project managers
bring novel changes to the attention of leadership, denial of authorization by traditional leaders is
the mechanism through which rigid regulatory environments maintain the inertia of an organization,
inhibiting sustainable development.

3.3. Occupational Experience

7

According to his seminal work on occupational success, McClelland [92] espouses that “knowledge”
represents the information a person has in a particular area, and “skills” refer to the behavioral
demonstration of that knowledge. Participants of this study reported that leadership positions are
gained in public service in Pakistan through long tenures and continuous observation of bureaucratic
prerequisites for promotion. While such work histories contribute to the tacit knowledge available
to a leader, the lack of formal knowledge through qualifications and professional training precludes
the emergence of expert leaders. Table 4 summarizes the responses of participants, demonstrating
through code saturation, the training gaps, impediments to professional learning, and failures to
implement professional training that existing in public sector leaders.

Table 4. Code frequencies describing occupational experience.

Axial codes Frequency
Executive training methodologies 12
Continuous occupational learning 2
Continuity of command 2

Out of 28 transcripts analyzed, 14 transcripts had relevance for an occupational experience code.

3.3.1. Continuous Occupational Learning

The public services of many developing countries include institutionalized systems for
the continuous occupational learning of public servants. In Pakistan, this training service is the Central
Superior Services (CSS). However, executive training participants in this study reported that the training
modules of the CSS do not include modern project management or systems management processes,
nor do they provide domain knowledge. Instead, CSS training focuses on developing administrative
skills, arguably reflected in the reported knowledgebase of public sector leaders. The common training
program and then the specialized training program of the CSS need to be upgraded in response to
the need for innovative management for sustainable public sector functioning, and to break existing
barriers of bureaucracy [93]. While improvements to the CSS syllabus have recently been made,
the syllabus still does not meet global standards, nor does it reflect the improvements recently made to
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equivalent systems of other sub-continental and Asian countries. Specifically, participants reported that
training regarding technical skills, attitudinal characteristics, and interpersonal skills are completely
lacking in the CSS syllabus.

3.3.2. Continuity of Command

Many participants of this study expressed that an important factor that hinders the development
and expression of expert leadership at an organizational level in the public sector is the lack of
continuity of command among leaders. Public sector leaders are employed within an organization
for only three years, which is often not enough for a leader to implement systemic changes, and
results in loss of organizational knowledge during leadership transitions. While the rapid turnover of
organizational leaders is a mechanism used to control corruption, participants reported that it also
creates a problem in the development and expression of intuitive knowledge. There are available
guidelines by Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) and United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP) to control corruption through developing ethical competence and
strengthening individual integrity [94,95]. For this reason, training in ethical integrity as an advanced
level of executive training might help to resolve the need to control corruption through forced mobility,
providing the flexibility in the tenure of leaders to overcome continuity of command problems.

3.3.3. Executive Training Methodologies

It was reported by participants that leaders are self-interested, giving no space to managers who
are perceived as rivals. It was also reported that self-interests underpin a propensity to follow old
traditional systems rather than risk the development of innovative management solutions. Such
behaviors can be controlled by promoting transformational leadership through training [96]. However,
according to participant trainers, executive training methodologies to support behavior change are
lacking. “They need basic knowledge [for management of] subordinates”. “They need brainwashing
to erase negative behaviors, and moral development”. “They have enough [technical] knowledge ...
there is a need for training on interpersonal skills”.

Executive level training is a critical element of any modern organizational environment. In public
sector environments where formal training can leave gaps in explicit knowledge, and where negative
workplace culture and behavior can lead to poor tacit knowledge, the need for executive level training
becomes paramount. Summarizing this need succinctly, one of the executive participants stated that
“executives can learn technologies and updated managerial systems, but there is a need for effective
training and behavioral change to make them an expert [leader]”.

4. Discussion

One conceptualization of expert leaders is based on those leaders holding explicit knowledge
acquired through formal training, and tacit knowledge aggregated over years of personal and
professional experience. This so-called knowledge iceberg conceptualizes important hidden behaviors
and attitudes that have as much influence as visible explicit knowledge, over intuitive expertise-based
decision-making. Much scientific discourse exists at the visible tip of the knowledge iceberg, and how
explicit knowledge can be gained and utilized through hard skills of executives. However, the influence
of tacit knowledge that exists hidden below the water is more challenging to divine. The difficulty
is partly due to the hidden nature of tacit knowledge, and also due to its dependency on variable
individual personal and cultural precedents, gained through life experience and the position one
occupies in a society or culture.

Despite these complexities, expertise-based decision-making is critical for effective leadership [97,
98], and the quality of a leader’s explicit and tacit knowledge are both critical for occupational success.
To address the knowledge iceberg of public sector leaders in Pakistan, this study has revealed deficits in
both explicit and tacit knowledgebase. While the identified domain-specific deficiencies are explained
by gaps in explicit knowledge, deficient soft skills for management are explained both by tacit and
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explicit knowledge gaps. Such a characterization of knowledge in Pakistani public sector leaders is
reflected in the concept of Baylor’s “immature intuition”, i.e., being without sufficient experience or
updated knowledge to support competent domain-specific practice [64].

The concept of life-long learning is well embedded in Western corporate culture. Continual
learning ensures that managers reinforce explicit domain-specific knowledge initially learned during
their entry qualifications. It also ensures that managers stay current in their technical fields, updated
skilling with emerging technologies or methodologies. Acceptance of such life-long learning among
public sector leaders in South Asian countries would help overcome the explicit knowledge deficits
that are evident. Deficiencies in soft skills can also be remediated, both through explicit knowledge
acquisition from executive management training, and through implicit knowledge acquisition through
ongoing workplace experience and the use of soft skills [75,86]. These improvements in knowledge and
skills would help overcome the inertial drag of traditional hierarchical public sector structures, making
leaders aware of current leadership skills to drive innovative organizations towards systemic change.

The present study conceptualizes the two-tiered knowledge iceberg of Salas [47], as a three-tiered
construct. Our reconceptualized iceberg of expertise-based intuitive leadership recognizes that explicit
and tacit knowledge are both hidden in practice, since it is often impossible to determine what
knowledgebase a leader draws on when management decisions are made. It also describes the direct
dependency that expertise-based intuitive leadership has on both of these forms of knowledge. This
differs from the two-tiered construct of Salas [47], which conceptualized explicit knowledge as being
visible and tacit knowledge as being hidden.

As shown in Figure 1, this study places expertise-based intuitive leadership at the visible tip
of the iceberg, recognizing that it is only through the expression of management decisions that
the knowledgebase of leaders are made visible. Hidden, and directly underpinning this expertise, is
tacit knowledge, developed through work history and life experience and often expressed through soft
skills. Creating the foundation for both of these tiers are the basic skills and knowledge of executives,
acquired originally during formal training and continuously updated through executive training
throughout their tenure in public service. This concept describes how executive professional training
can have dual roles in developing the domain-specific knowledge and the soft skills that are necessary
for expertise-based intuitive decision-making. This conceptualization of expertise-based intuitive
leadership supports three propositions.

Proposition 1: That domain-specific knowledge depends on formal skills and explicit knowledge
is acquired through requisite qualifications and is also gained throughout life-long learning. Despite
having sustainable development strategies, public sector organizations of Pakistan are hindered in
their responsibility to achieve SDG targets due to a lack of human capacity [98]. Continual updating
of domain-specific knowledge is necessary for leaders to understand emerging problems and adopt
cutting edge tools to create new opportunities to achieve SDGs [99]. Lacking current technical skills
and situational awareness, public sector leaders are unable to meet emerging sustainability demands.

Proposition 2: That executive training helps to develop soft skills, contributing positively to tacit
knowledge that can enable leaders to manage human relationships effectively to develop knowledge
sharing and create positive public sector culture for sustainable development. In public sector
workplaces, it has been demonstrated that leadership competencies, organizational competencies,
and barriers like resistance to change have more influence on organizational capacity than funding
constraints [100]. The current tacit knowledgebase of public sector leaders in Pakistan is learned
through the traditional hierarchical culture of public service, and such culture contributes to high
power distance environments, sycophancy among subordinates, envy behavior, and corruption at all
levels. The conservative behavior of leaders develops a culture where knowledge management is
impeded, reducing organizational change and development. Executive management training is only
one part of a portfolio of interventions that would be necessary to overcome these barriers. However,
leaders must be trained to recognize the value of knowledge sharing cultures for cultural change and
organizational development in the public sector.
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Expertise-based intuitive decision
makers that express domain-specific
expertise and interpersonal skills by

incorporating tacit and explicit knowledge

Expertise-Based
Intuitive Leadership

Soft skills built through
acknowledgement of cultural preconditions
Tacit Knowledge and refined through executive training
focused on interpersonal skills

Domain-specific knowledge
built through formal training

Explicit Knowledge prior to recruitment and throughout
tenure with executive training

Figure 1. Iceberg of expertise-based intuitive leadership.

Proposition 3: That the visible expression of expertise-based intuitive leadership can be developed
through the integration of explicit and implicit knowledge acquired through specific domain formal
training and a long track record of workplace experience. While public service organizations in
developing countries require field-specific qualifications for their leaders, the data demonstrate that
this formal learning can be lacking. This disparity highlights that both explicit knowledge and
tacit knowledge are hidden, requiring proactive investigation to understand if a leader’s decisions
are expertise-based.

5. Conclusions

Top down global initiatives for sustainable development, such as the UN 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development and its SDGs, have potential to bring value to developing countries through
external investment and oversight. However, systemic and lasting change is driven by the internal
capacities of developing countries to adopt international paradigms for sustainability and implement
locally relevant programs using domestic skills and resources. Where public sector leaders lack
the skills to plan, manage, and assess the impact of sustainable development programs, international
sustainability initiative may also fail. Such governance and leadership failures continue to be reported
as an underlying reason for failure of sustainable development projects in Pakistan.

In Pakistan, we report through surveyed leaders in public administration that explicit and tacit
knowledge gaps both detrimentally impact on the function of public entities and officials that are
charged with the responsibility to manage sustainable development projects. The existence of these
explicit and implicit knowledge gaps is often hidden by sociocultural and public sector workplace
environments that promote and sustain leaders irrespective of their knowledge gaps. Such a conclusion
invites a re-evaluation of previous iceberg conceptual models for expertise-based intuitive leadership,
which represent explicit knowledge as being visible and tacit knowledge as being invisible.

The iceberg of expertise-based intuitive leadership proposed in this study contributes to the existing
literature by highlighting the hidden nature of both explicit and tacit knowledge, demonstrating
the importance of life-long learning and executive management training for the performance of public
sector leaders. Such performance is necessary to bring about radical shifts in organizational function
in order to achieve sustainable public administration and address emerging sustainability challenges.
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Expressed at a basic project management level, human capacity development to overcome explicit
and tacit knowledge deficits is necessary for effective project planning, management, and review, to
successfully implement strategies for sustainable development in developing countries.

6. Limitations and Future Research Recommendations

This study has addressed the types of knowledge that underpin public sector leadership in
Pakistan. The similarities between the public sectors of many developing countries [7] broaden
the relevance of this study. However, the British provenance of public service structures in Pakistan
and their function in context with modern Pakistani culture are unique. Conversely, the Spanish
provenance of public service structures and their modern usage in Latin American countries may
well generate a very different set of structural and cultural determining factors for public service
function. Further research across public sector organizations in other developing countries would help
to explore the full range of organizational, social, cultural, and developmental factors that influence
the knowledgebase of public sector leaders.

Due to the pronounced workplace gender disparity that is evident in Pakistan, this study has
a very low number of female participants. While gender disparities are reported by the World Bank
across South Asian countries [101], caution is advised when extending the conclusions of this study to
other countries that exhibit greater gender equality in employment. The acquisition and expression of
tacit knowledge is preconditioned by sociocultural environments. With gender being an important
influencer of the sociocultural environment of workplaces, there is a need for further research to
consider the impact of gender on public sector leadership knowledge models. Such studies would
help to bridge the gap between existing bodies of work on women in leadership, and knowledge
management and leadership.

The results of this study indicate the importance of executive training programs as a source of
explicit knowledge to develop both technical and soft skills. This knowledge has value in practice,
to ensure that leaders have access to different professional development training programs that can
provide domain-specific knowledge or soft skills. Moreover, trainers should consider the importance
of tacit occupational experience, which could impede or catalyze the positive expression of explicit
domain-specific knowledge and soft skills.
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