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 The Seven Ages of the Leader  

 Each stage of leadership brings new crises and challenges. They’re 
wrenching—but knowing what to expect can help you get through them.

 

 by Warren G. Bennis  

 My initial plunge into leadership came during World War II. I was a lieutenant in the 
infantry, 19 years old, and scared out of my wits. My orders were to assume command 
of a platoon on the front lines in Belgium. I arrived in the middle of the night, when most 
of the men were asleep. The platoon had taken up residence in a bombed-out shell of a 
house. I was led into the kitchen by the platoon’s runner, and he offered me a bench to 
sleep on. Instead, I put my sleeping bag on the floor, next to the rest of the men. Not 
that I slept. I lay awake all night, listening to the bombs explode. I was as green as can 
be and knew little about command—or the world, for that matter. When the others in the 
house began to stir, I heard one sergeant ask another, “Who’s that?” “That’s our new 
platoon leader,” the man answered. And the sergeant said, “Good. We can use him.” 

Without realizing it, without having any idea what was the right thing to do, I had made 
a good first move. My entry had been low-key. I hadn’t come in with my new 
commission blazing. In fact, I pretended to go to sleep on the floor. As a result, without 
drawing attention to myself, I learned something important about the men I would be 
leading. I learned that they needed me—or, at least, they needed the person they would 
subsequently teach me to be. And teach me they did. Over the next few weeks in 
Belgium, my men, who had already seen combat, kept me alive. They also taught me 
how to lead, often by example. The sergeant who had greeted my arrival with approval 
became my lifeline, quite literally, teaching me such essential skills as how to ride 
through a war zone without getting blown up. 

While few business leaders need worry about being blown up, my experience in Belgium 
was in many ways typical of first leadership experiences anywhere. I was coming into an 
existing organization where emotions ran high, relationships had been established, and 
the members of the organization harbored expectations of me that I was not yet fully 
aware of. My new followers were watching me, to see if and how I would measure up. 
Every new leader faces the misgivings, misperceptions, and the personal needs and 
agendas of those who are to be led. To underestimate the importance of your first 
moves is to invite disaster. The critical entry is one of a number of passages—each of 
which has an element of personal crisis—that every leader must go through at some 
point in the course of a career. Business school doesn’t prepare you for these crises, and 
they can be utterly wrenching. But they offer powerful lessons as well. 

Shakespeare, who seems to have learned more every time I read him, spoke of the 
seven ages of man. A leader’s life has seven ages as well, and, in many ways, they 
parallel those Shakespeare describes in As You Like It. To paraphrase, these stages can 
be described as infant, schoolboy, lover, soldier, general, statesman, and sage. One way 
to learn about leadership is to look at each of these developmental stages and consider 
the issues and crises that are typical of each. 

Major changes in the first six months will inevitably be 
perceived as arbitrary, autocratic, and unfair, as much 

for their timing as for their content. 

I can’t offer advice on how to avoid these crises because many are inevitable. Nor would 
I necessarily recommend that you avoid them, since dealing with the challenges of each 
stage prepares you for the next. But knowing what to expect can help the leader survive 
and, with luck, come through stronger and more confident. And so first to the leader on 
the verge—Shakespeare’s infant, “mewling…in the nurse’s arms.” 
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The Infant Executive 

For the young man or woman on the brink of becoming a leader, the world that lies 
ahead is a mysterious, even frightening place. Few resort to mewling, but many wish 
they had the corporate equivalent of a nurse, someone to help them solve problems and 
ease the painful transition. Instead, the fortunate neophyte leader has a mentor, a 
concept that has its origins in Greek mythology. When Odysseus was about to go off to 
war, the goddess Athena created Mentor to watch over the hero’s beloved son, 
Telemachus. The fact that Mentor had the attributes of both man and woman hints at 
the richness and complexity of the relationship, suggesting a deeper bond than that of 
teacher and student. In the real world, unfortunately, goddesses don’t intervene and 
mentors seldom materialize on their own. While the popular view of mentors is that they 
seek out younger people to encourage and champion, in fact the reverse is more often 
true. The best mentors are usually recruited, and one mark of a future leader is the 
ability to identify, woo, and win the mentors who will change his or her life. 

When Robert Thomas and I interviewed two generations of leaders for our book, Geeks 
and Geezers, we met a remarkable young real-estate and Internet entrepreneur, Michael 
Klein, who had recruited his first mentor when he was only four or five years old, as 
Robert and I wrote in our Harvard Business Review article, “Crucibles of Leadership.” His 
guide was his grandfather, Max Klein, who was responsible for the paint-by-numbers 
craze that swept America in the 1950s and 1960s. The fad made Klein rich, but none of 
his children had the least interest in that business or any other. But little Michael did, 
and Max jumped at the chance to coach and counsel him, often in the course of long 
telephone conversations that continued until a few weeks before Max died. In effect, the 
older man served as a first-rate business school of one for his grandson, who became a 
multimillionaire while still in his teens. 

It may feel strange to seek a mentor even before you have the job, but it’s a good habit 
to develop early on. I was recruited as a mentor years ago while in the hospital for 
several weeks following a “coronary event.” There, I had a remarkable nurse who 
seemed to anticipate my every need. We spent hours together, often talking late into the 
night. He told me of his ambition to become a doctor, although no one in his family in 
South Central Los Angeles had ever been to college. I was won over by his character and 
drive, as well as by the superb care he gave me. When he was ready to go to medical 
school, I did all I could to help, from putting him in touch with appropriate 
administrators to giving him a glowing recommendation. He had recruited me as skillfully 
as any executive headhunter and made me one of the first members of the team he 
needed to change his life. The message for the “infant executive”? Recruit a team to 
back you up; you may feel lonely in your first top job, but you won’t be totally 
unsupported. 

The Schoolboy, with Shining Face 

The first leadership experience is an agonizing education. It’s like parenting, in that 
nothing else in life fully prepares you to be responsible, to a greater or lesser degree, for 
other people’s well-being. Worse, you have to learn how to do the job in public, 
subjected to unsettling scrutiny of your every word and act, a situation that’s profoundly 
unnerving for all but that minority of people who truly crave the spotlight. Like it or not, 
as a new leader you are always onstage, and everything about you is fair game for 
comment, criticism, and interpretation (or misinterpretation). Your dress, your spouse, 
your table manners, your diction, your wit, your friends, your children, your children’s 
table manners—all will be inspected, dissected, and judged. 

And nothing is more intense than the attention paid to your initial words and deeds, as 
any first-time presidential candidate can tell you. It’s said of psychotherapy that the first 
ten minutes between doctor and patient are the most critical, and studies show that 
friendships formed by college students during orientation are the most enduring. Social 
psychologists have found that we base our judgments of people on extremely thin slices 
of behavior. We decide whether we are in sync or out of tune with another person in as 
little as two seconds. 

So it is with leaders and organizations. Your first acts will win people over or they will 
turn people against you, sometimes permanently. And those initial acts may have a long-
lasting effect on how the group performs. It is, therefore, almost always best for the 
novice to make a low-key entry. This buys you time to gather information and to develop 
relationships wisely. It gives you an opportunity to learn the culture of the organization 
and to benefit from the wisdom of those who are already there. A quiet entry allows the 
others in the group to demonstrate what they know. And it allows you to establish that 
you are open to the contributions of others. It shows them that you are a leader, not a 



dictator. 

In retrospect, I realize that officer-candidate school had prepared me for my small 
triumph in that roofless house in Belgium. Even as the officers tried to cram all the 
survival skills we would need into four months of training, they told us again and again 
that the combat-seasoned men under our command would be our real teachers, at least 
at first. The same holds true in any organization. In the beginning, especially, your most 
talented, most seasoned, most decent followers will be the ones that keep you alive. 

When Steve Sample became president of the University of Southern California in the 
early 1990s, he did a masterful job of easing in. He went to the campus incognito at 
least twice, and during one of those visits he attended a football game and spoke to 
faculty members and students who didn’t know who he was. Those visits gave him a feel 
for the campus as it really was, not how the most assertive of his constituents wanted 
him to see it. And during his first six months, he did not make a single high-profile 
decision. He knew that the important things to be done could be deferred until the 
faculty, staff, and students were more comfortable with him and their relationships were 
more stable. Major changes in the first six months will inevitably be perceived as 
arbitrary, autocratic, and unfair, as much for their timing as for their content. 

However, it is worth noting that, no matter what your first actions are, you can influence 
other people’s image of you only to a limited extent. The people who will be working 
under your leadership will have formed an opinion about you by the time you walk into 
the office, even if they have never met you. They may love you, they may hate you, 
they may trust you or distrust you, but they’ve probably taken a stand, and their 
position may have very little to do with who you actually are. The leader often becomes 
a screen onto which followers project their own fantasies about power and relationships. 
To some degree, all leaders are created out of the needs, wants, fears, and longings of 
those who follow them. Events that predate your arrival will also shape followers’ view of 
you. In an organization that’s been through a crisis—several rounds of layoffs, say—
people are liable to assume that you’re there to clean house again and may respond with 
either open hostility or flattery in the hopes of keeping their jobs. Others may see you as 
their savior because of the bad leadership of your predecessor. Your first challenge is to 
try not to take your new followers’ assessments too personally. The second—and far 
trickier—challenge is to embrace the fact that certain elements of their assessments may 
be accurate, even if they put you in an unflattering light. 

The Lover, with a Woeful Ballad 

Shakespeare described man in his third age “sighing like furnace,” something many 
leaders find themselves doing as they struggle with the tsunami of problems every 
organization presents. For the leader who has come up through the ranks, one of the 
toughest is how to relate to former peers who now report to you. 

Shakespeare painted a compelling portrait of the problem in Henry IV, Part II. Before 
Prince Hal becomes Henry V, his relationship with the aging rogue Falstaff is that of 
student and fellow hell-raiser. For all Falstaff’s excesses, he is often Hal’s wise teacher, 
helping the future king see beyond the cloistered, narrow education traditionally afforded 
a prince to glimpse what his future subjects feel, think, and need. But when it comes 
time for Hal to assume his royal responsibilities, he rejects Falstaff, despite their having 
shared a sea of ale and the sound of “the chimes at midnight.” Henry doesn’t invite 
Falstaff to his coronation, and he pointedly tells the ribald knight, “I know thee not, old 
man.” 

Today’s leaders would instantly recognize the young king’s predicament. It’s difficult to 
set boundaries and fine-tune your working relationships with former cronies. Most 
organizations, with the exception of the military, maintain the fiction that they are at 
least semidemocracies, however autocratic they are in fact. As a modern leader, you 
don’t have the option of telling the person with whom you once shared a pod and 
lunchtime confidences that you know her not. But relationships inevitably change when a 
person is promoted from within the ranks. You may no longer be able to speak openly as 
you once did, and your friends may feel awkward around you or resent you. They may 
perceive you as lording your position over them when you’re just behaving as a leader 
should. 

One mark of a future leader is the ability to identify, 
woo, and win the mentors who will change his or her 

life. 

I know of a young executive, let’s call her Marjorie, who was recently promoted from 



middle management to head of the marketing department at a pharmaceutical company. 
One of three internal candidates for the job, she was close friends with the other two. 
Marjorie had already distinguished herself within the company, so it was no surprise that 
she got the promotion, even though she was the youngest and least experienced of the 
three. But the transition was much more difficult than she had anticipated. Her friends 
were envious. She would sometimes find herself in the awkward situation of attending an 
executive meeting at which one of her friends was criticized and then going straight to 
lunch with her. The new executive missed being able to share what she knew with her 
friends, and she missed their support. Her fellow executives had a more authoritarian 
style than she did, and some even advised her to drop her old friends, which she had no 
intention of doing. Her compromise was to try to divide her time between her new peers 
and her old. The transition was still hard, but she made a good early move: She had 
frank conversations with her friends, during which she asked them how they were feeling 
and assured them their friendships were important to her and would continue. 

However tough it was for Marjorie, she had the advantage of knowing the organization 
and its players. The challenge for the newcomer is knowing who to listen to and who to 
trust. Leaders new to an organization are swamped with claims on their time and 
attention. Often, the person who makes the most noise is the neediest person in the 
group and the one you have to be most wary of, a lesson I learned more than 50 years 
ago from the renowned psychiatrist Wilfred Bion. At the time, Bion was doing pioneering 
work in the new practice of group psychotherapy. He warned his students: Focusing your 
attention on the most clamorous of your followers will not only anger and alienate the 
healthier among them. It will distract you from working with the entire group on what 
actually matters, accomplishing a common mission. 

Knowing what to pay attention to is just as important—and just as difficult. In their 
efforts to effect change, leaders coming into new organizations are often thwarted by an 
unconscious conspiracy to preserve the status quo. Problem after problem will be 
dumped in your lap—plenty of new ones and a bulging archive of issues left unresolved 
by previous administrations—and responding to them all ensures that you will never 
have time to pursue your own agenda. When I arrived at the University of Cincinnati as 
president I was totally unprepared for the volume of issues that found their way to my 
desk, starting with the 150 pieces of mail I typically had to respond to each day. The 
cumulative effect of handling each of these small matters was to keep me from 
addressing what was truly important: articulating a vision for the university and 
persuading the rest of the community to embrace it as their own. It is at this stage that 
an inability to delegate effectively can be disastrous. 

Newcomer or not, almost all leaders find themselves at some point in the position of 
having to ask others to leave the organization—firing them, to put it bluntly. This is 
always a painful task, if only because it usually devastates the person being let go and 
because the timing is never opportune. Facing you across the desk always seems to be 
the employee who’s just delivered triplets or bought an expensive house. There’s little 
available to guide leaders on how to do this awful business in a humane way; only 
remember that you have people’s emotional lives in your hands in such circumstances as 
surely as any surgeon or lover does. 

The Bearded Soldier 

Over time, leaders grow comfortable with the role. This comfort brings confidence and 
conviction, but it also can snap the connection between leader and followers. Two things 
can happen as a result: Leaders may forget the true impact of their words and actions, 
and they may assume that what they are hearing from followers is what needs to be 
heard. 

While the first words and actions of leaders are the most closely attended to, the 
scrutiny never really ends. Followers continue to pay close attention to even the most 
offhand remark, and the more effective the leader is the more careful he or she must be, 
because followers may implement an idea that was little more than a passing thought. 
Forget this and you may find yourself in some less dramatic version of the situation King 
Henry II did when he muttered, of Thomas à Becket, “Will no one rid me of this 
meddlesome priest?” and four of his nobles promptly went out and murdered the cleric. 
Many modern-day Henrys have mused along the lines of, “We should be looking at our 
technology strategy,” only to be confronted a few months later with thick PowerPoint 
presentations and a hefty consulting bill. 

Followers don’t tell leaders everything. I know of an executive I’ll call Christine who had 
a close working relationship with the rest of her group. The department hummed along 
productively until the day one of her top performers, Joseph, showed up at her door, 



looking uncomfortable. He told her he’d been offered a job at another company and was 
planning to take it. The timing was terrible; the group was headed toward a major 
product launch. And Christine was stunned, because she and Joseph were friends and he 
had never expressed dissatisfaction with his position or the company. Why hadn’t he told 
her he wanted a new opportunity? She would have created a job especially for him, and 
she told him as much. Unfortunately, it was too late. The fact is, however close Christine 
and Joseph were, she was still in charge, and few employees tell their bosses when 
they’ve talked to a headhunter. And because Christine and Joseph liked each other and 
had fun working together, she’d assumed he was satisfied. 

A second challenge for leaders in their ascendancy is to nurture those people whose 
stars may shine as brightly as—or even brighter than—the leaders’ own. In many ways, 
this is the real test of character for a leader. Many people cannot resist using a 
leadership position to thwart competition. I heard recently about an executive who had 
been well liked by his bosses and peers until he was promoted to head a division. Then 
those under him began to grumble about his management style, and it wasn’t just sour 
grapes. His latest promotion had been a stretch, and he may have felt, for the first time 
in his career, vulnerable. Shortly thereafter, his employees began to notice that he was 
taking credit for their ideas and was bad-mouthing some of them behind their backs. 
When confronted about his behavior, he seemed genuinely surprised and protested that 
he was doing no such thing. Perhaps he was unconsciously trying to sabotage those 
under him to prop himself up. But those who reported to him began to leave, one by 
one. After a year, his reputation was such that nobody wanted to work with him, and he 
was asked to leave. 

In contrast, authentic leaders are generous. They’re human and may experience the 
occasional pang at watching someone accomplish something they cannot. But they are 
always willing—even anxious—to hire people who are better than they are, in part 
because they know that highly talented underlings can help them shine. Many of the 
greatest leaders of our times, including the Manhattan Project’s J. Robert Oppenheimer, 
Xerox PARC’s Bob Taylor, and even Walt Disney, had healthy enough egos to surround 
themselves with people who had the potential to steal their jobs. 

The General, Full of Wise Saws 

One of the greatest challenges a leader faces at the height of his or her career is not 
simply allowing people to speak the truth but actually being able to hear it. Once again, 
Shakespeare proves instructive. In Julius Caesar, that brilliant study of failed 
management, Caesar goes to the forum on the ides of March apparently unaware that he 
will die there. How could he not have known that something dreadful was going to 
happen on that inauspicious day? The soothsayer warns him to “beware the ides of 
March.” There are signs of impending evil that any superstitious Roman would have been 
able to read, including an owl hooting during the day and a lion running through the 
streets. And then there is the awful dream that makes Calpurnia, Caesar’s loving wife, 
beg him to stay home. She dreams that his statue gushed blood like a fountain with a 
hundred spouts. Shouldn’t that have been clear enough for a military genius used to 
amassing and evaluating intelligence? If not, consider that Artemidorus, a teacher in 
Rome, actually writes down the names of the conspirators and tries three times to thrust 
the note of alarm into Caesar’s hand, the last time seconds before Brutus and the gang 
fall upon him. 

Caesar’s deafness is caused as much by arrogance as anything else, and he is hardly the 
only leader to be so afflicted. Like many CEOs and other leaders, movie mogul Darryl F. 
Zanuck was notorious for his unwillingness to hear unpleasant truths. He was said to 
bark, “Don’t say yes until I finish talking!” which no doubt stifled many a difference of 
opinion. A more current example can be seen in Howell Raines, the deposed executive 
editor of the New York Times. Among the many ways he blocked the flow of information 
upward was to limit the pool of people he championed and, thus, the number of people 
he listened to. Raines was notorious for having a small A-list of stars and a large B-list 
made up of everyone else. Even if Raines’s division of the staff had been fair, which it 
certainly was not in the case of now-disgraced reporter Jayson Blair, the two-tier system 
was unwise and ultimately a career ender for Raines. He had so alienated the vast 
majority of people in the newsroom who knew what Blair was up to that they didn’t even 
bother to warn him of the train wreck ahead, and he refused to believe the few who did 
speak up. The attitude of Raines and his managing editor, Gerald Boyd, was that their 
way was the only way. When a distinguished reporter dared to point out an error Boyd 
had made, Boyd literally handed him a coin and told him to call the Los Angeles Times 
about a job. The reporter promptly did, quitting the New York Times for the West Coast 
paper. 



But the episode most clearly recalls Caesar’s situation in that Raines seemed genuinely 
surprised when he was forced out in the summer of 2003. He had no doubt read Ken 
Auletta’s lengthy profile of him that ran in the New Yorker in 2002, showing that Raines 
was widely perceived as arrogant. And he should have been a good enough newsman to 
be able to tell the difference between acceptance and angry silence on the part of those 
who worked for him. Arrogance kept Raines from building the alliances and coalitions 
that every leader needs. When Blair’s journalistic crimes and misdemeanors came to 
light, there weren’t enough people on the A-list to save Raines’s professional life. 
Authentic leaders, by contrast, don’t have what people in the Middle East called “tired 
ears.” Their egos are not so fragile that they are unable to bear the truth, however harsh
—not because they are saints but because it is the surest way to succeed and survive. 

The real test of character for a leader is to nurture 
those people whose stars may shine as brightly as—or 

even brighter than—the leader’s own. 

I’ve mentioned the wisdom of avoiding major change in the early months in a new 
position. At this stage, the challenge is different, because leaders further along in their 
careers are frequently brought in with a specific mandate to bring about change, and 
their actions have a direct and immediate impact on an organization’s long-term 
fortunes. Hesitation can be disastrous. However, you still need to understand the mood 
and motivations of the people already in the company before taking action. 

I wish I’d understood that when I arrived at the University of Cincinnati in 1971 with a 
mandate to transform the university from a local institution into a state one—a goal that 
was by no means widely shared among the faculty or, for that matter, the citizens of 
Cincinnati. One longtime university board member had warned me to keep a low profile 
until I had a better grasp of the conservative community and the people in it were more 
comfortable with me. I chose to ignore his wise counsel, believing that broad exposure of 
the university and, by extension, myself would benefit my cause. As a result, I accepted 
an invitation to host a weekly television show. Worse, the title of the show was Bennis! 
The exclamation point still makes me cringe. I might have been perceived as an arrogant 
outsider come to save the provinces under any circumstances, but Bennis! guaranteed 
that I would be viewed that way. That perception (all but indelible, as early perceptions 
tend to be) made it much harder to realize my vision for the university. 

The corporate world is filled with stories of leaders who failed to achieve greatness 
because they failed to understand the context they were working in or get the support of 
their underlings. Look at Durk Jager, who lasted less than a year and a half at Procter & 
Gamble. Critics accused him of trying to change the company too much, too fast. But 
what Jager couldn’t do was sell his vision of a transformed P&G to its staff and other 
stakeholders. His very able successor, A.G. Lafley, seemed at first to back off from 
Jager’s commitment to “stretch and speed,” but in fact Lafley has been able to bring 
about change every bit as radical as any Jager spoke of, including going outside the 
company for new ideas, a reversal of P&G’s traditional “invented here” philosophy. How 
did Lafley manage? “I didn’t attack,“ he told BusinessWeek. “I avoided saying P&G 
people are bad…I preserved the core of the culture and pulled people where I wanted to 
go. I enrolled them in change. I didn’t tell them.” 

Another model for doing it right is Carly Fiorina. She took over Hewlett-Packard with at 
least three strikes against her—she was a woman, she was an outsider, and she wasn’t 
an engineer. And the person who chose to battle her was none other than the son of a 
company founder and thus tradition incarnate—Walter Hewlett. But Fiorina cleverly 
honored the company’s illustrious past, even as she prepared for change, including the 
merger with Compaq. Her first annual report included a vision statement that starts with 
the word “Invent,” paying homage to the pioneering spirit that created HP while 
simultaneously rewriting the “rules of the garage.” She also appreciated the gravity of 
the threat presented by Walter Hewlett and systematically buttressed her support among 
the other members of her board. When the moment came, the majority of the members 
took action and removed Hewlett from the HP board. Time will tell how successful the 
Compaq deal will be, but Dr. Bion would have given Fiorina an A. She didn’t overreact to 
Walter Hewlett—she didn’t attack him, nor did she spend too much time trying to 
address his concerns. Instead, she stayed her course and kept the focus of all her 
stakeholders on what was truly important. 

The Statesman, with Spectacles on Nose 

Shakespeare’s sixth age covers the years in which a leader’s power begins to wane. But 
far from being the buffoon suggested by Shakespeare’s description of a “lean and 



slippered pantaloon,” the leader in this stage is often hard at work preparing to pass on 
his or her wisdom in the interest of the organization. The leader may also be called upon 
to play important interim roles, bolstered by the knowledge and perception that come 
with age and experience and without the sometimes distracting ambition that 
characterizes early career. 

One of the gratifying roles that people in late career can play is the leadership equivalent 
of a pinch hitter. When New York Times publisher Arthur Sulzberger, Jr., needed 
someone to stop the bleeding at the newspaper after the Blair debacle, he invited Howell 
Raines’s predecessor, Joseph Lelyveld, to serve as interim editor. The widely respected 
journalist was an ideal choice, one who was immediately able to apply a career’s worth 
of experience to the newspaper’s crisis and whose tenure was unsullied by any desire to 
keep the job for the long term. 

Consider, too, the head of a government agency who had chosen to retire from his 
leadership position because he had accomplished all his goals and was tired of the 
politics associated with his job. When an overseas office needed an interim leader, he 
was willing to step into the job and postpone retirement. He was able to perform an 
even better job than a younger person might have, not only because he brought a 
lifetime’s worth of knowledge and experience but also because he didn’t have to waste 
time engaging in the political machinations often needed to advance a career. 

The Sage, Second Childishness 

As I’ve pointed out, mentoring has tremendous value to a young executive. The value 
accrues to the mentor as well. Mentoring is one of the great joys of a mature career, the 
professional equivalent of having grandchildren. It is at this time that the drive to 
prepare the next generation for leadership becomes a palpable ache. I wrote earlier of 
my relationship with a young nurse who had ambitions to become a doctor. Clearly, the 
young man benefited from our relationship, but so did I. I learned about the true nature 
of mentoring, about its inevitable reciprocity and the fact that finding and cementing a 
relationship with a mentor is not a form of fawning but the initiation of a valuable 
relationship for both individuals. My respect for my former nurse only grew over the 
years. When he graduated near the top of his class from the University of Southern 
California Medical School, I was there to watch. 

When you mentor, you know that what you have achieved will not be lost, that you are 
leaving a professional legacy for future generations. Just as my nurse clearly stood to 
benefit from our relationship, entrepreneur Michael Klein was indebted to his 
grandfather, Max. But imagine the joy Max must have felt at being able to share the 
wisdom he acquired over a lifetime as a creative businessman. The reciprocal benefits of 
such bonds are profound, amounting to much more than warm feelings on both sides. 
Mentoring isn’t a simple exchange of information. Neuroscientist Robert Sapolsky lived 
among wild baboons and found that alliances between old and young apes were an 
effective strategy for survival. Older males that affiliated with younger males lived 
longer, healthier lives than their unallied peers. Whether ape or human, individuals in a 
mentoring relationship exchange invaluable, often subtle information. The elder partner 
stays plugged into an ever-changing world, while the younger partner can observe what 
does and doesn’t work as the elder partner negotiates the tricky terrain of aging. 

When we compared older and younger leaders for Geeks and Geezers, we found that the 
ruling quality of leaders, adaptive capacity, is what allows true leaders to make the 
nimble decisions that bring success. Adaptive capacity is also what allows some people 
to transcend the setbacks and losses that come with age and to reinvent themselves 
again and again. Shakespeare called the final age of man “second childishness.” But for 
those fortunate enough to keep their health, and even for those not as fortunate, age 
today is neither end nor oblivion. Rather, it is the joyous rediscovery of childhood at its 
best. It is waking up each morning ready to devour the world, full of hope and promise. 
It lacks nothing but the tawdrier forms of ambition that make less sense as each day 
passes.
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 When Followers Become Toxic  

 Few leaders realize how susceptible they are to their followers’ influence. 
A good set of values, some trusted friends, and a little paranoia can 
prevent them from being led astray.

 

 by Lynn R. Offermann  

 Douglas MacArthur once said, “A general is just as good or just as bad as the troops 
under his command make him.” Almost as he made that remark, his country’s president 
was proving the point. For in late 1961, John F. Kennedy, bowing to pressure from his 
advisers, agreed to the escalation of American intervention in Vietnam. Among the 
advisers pressuring him was the senior author of a report recommending military 
intervention. And that adviser’s trusted friend—an American general—was chosen by the 
president to lead the new U.S. command in Saigon. Given his loyalties, the general 
wanted to make sure things looked good on the surface, so he stifled evidence from the 
field about potential setbacks and obstacles in Vietnam, making it tough for the 
president to discern the truth. 

That, according to author and journalist David Halberstam, was how President Kennedy 
and his advisers led the United States into Vietnam. The story starkly illustrates just how 
easily, and with the best of intentions, loyal and able followers can get their leaders into 
trouble. If an accomplished politician like Kennedy could be misled in this way, it’s no 
surprise that today’s business leaders often fall into the same trap. No matter who we 
are, we are all influenced by those around us. Some of us are leaders, but we are all 
followers. Indeed, Ken Lay, the disgraced ex-chairman of Enron, may not be entirely 
wrong in blaming unscrupulous subordinates and advisers for his company’s demise. As 
an executive coach to senior leaders in a variety of industries for more than 20 years, 
I’ve seen firsthand just how easily followers can derail executive careers. 

How does it happen? In the following pages, I draw both on my experience as a 
consultant and executive coach and on decades of research in organizational psychology 
to describe when and why leaders become vulnerable to being led astray by their 
followers. In some cases, as the Kennedy story illustrates, effective leaders can end up 
making poor decisions because able and well-meaning followers are united and 
persuasive about a course of action. This is a particular problem for leaders who attract 
and empower strong followers; these leaders need to become more skeptical and set 
boundaries. At other times, leaders get into trouble because they are surrounded by 
followers who fool them with flattery and isolate them from uncomfortable realities. 
Charismatic leaders, who are most susceptible to this problem, need to make an extra 
effort to unearth disagreement and to find followers who are not afraid to pose hard 
questions. Charismatic or not, all leaders run the risk of delegating to unscrupulous 
followers. There’s probably little they can do to completely guard against a determined 
corporate Iago, but leaders who communicate and live a positive set of values will find 
themselves better protected. 

When the Majority Rules 

Although many leaders pride themselves on their willingness to take unpopular stands, 
research has consistently demonstrated that most people—including leaders—prefer 
conformity to controversy. And the pressure to conform rises with the degree of 
agreement among those around you. Even if widespread agreement doesn’t actually 
exist, the very appearance of it can be hard to resist. 

People tend to be what psychologists call “cognitive 
misers,” preferring the shortcuts of automatic thinking 

over considered examination. 
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One of the most striking pieces of evidence for this was a series of experiments 
conducted in the 1950s by psychologist Solomon Asch. Asch showed participants a 
vertical line and then asked them to judge which of three other lines was most similar in 
length to the test line. Participants who made judgments on their own chose the correct 
answer 99% of the time. Yet when other participants answered as part of a group in 
which fake respondents had been coached to pick a particular incorrect line, almost 
three-quarters of the unknowing participants made at least one wrong choice and one-
third of them conformed to the group choice half the time. 

It’s worth noting that the participants conformed without any pressure from the fake 
respondents. Indeed, the fake respondents were strangers whom the participants were 
unlikely to see ever again. In workplace situations where continued interactions are 
expected and where there may be concern about possible loss of face, one would 
reasonably expect conformity to be even more marked. What’s more, most business 
decisions are urgent, complex, and ambiguous, which encourages people to depend on 
the views of others. We should hardly be surprised, therefore, to find that the ethical and 
capable individuals who served on the boards of companies like WorldCom and Enron 
turned “into credulous, compliant apparatchiks more focused on maintaining collegiality 
than maximizing long-term profitability,” as the Washington Post put it. 

What happens is that leaders faced with a united opposition can start to question their 
own judgment. And they should question themselves—the reason that unanimity is such 
a powerful influencing force is simply that the majority often is right. In general, 
research shows that using social proof—what others think or do—to determine our 
behavior leads us to make fewer mistakes than opposing the majority view does. But as 
even the smartest leaders have had to learn the hard way, the majority can be 
spectacularly wrong. 

One reason that even well-informed experts so often follow the crowd is that people by 
nature tend to be what psychologists call “cognitive misers,” preferring the shortcuts of 
automatic thinking over considered examination. These shortcuts can help us to process 
information more quickly but can also lead to monumental errors. For instance, product 
designers may assume that if they like a product, everyone will. Yet the flop of Dell’s 
Olympic line of desktop and workstation computers taught managers there that products 
must appeal to more than the company’s own technically savvy workforce. As Michael 
Dell put it, “We had gone ahead and created a product that was, for all intents and 
purposes, technology for technology’s sake rather than technology for the customer’s 
sake.” 

Cognitive miserliness can be reinforced by culture. In the United States, for instance, 
Americans have long tolerated—even encouraged—people who form and express quick 
opinions. It is not a reflective society. Americans like to brainstorm and move on. That 
shortcut mentality can be particularly dangerous if the opinions are presented publicly, 
because people will then advance their views tenaciously. 

In such public forums, it falls to the leader to push followers to examine their opinions 
more closely. Alfred P. Sloan, the former chairman of GM, understood this very well. He 
once said at the close of an executive meeting: “Gentlemen, I take it we are all in 
complete agreement on the decision here. I propose we postpone further discussion until 
our next meeting to give ourselves time to develop disagreement and perhaps gain some 
understanding of what the decision is all about.” 

Another factor contributing to the power of the majority is that leaders worry about 
undermining their employees’ commitment. This is a reasonable concern. Leaders do 
need to be careful about spending their political capital, and overruling employees one 
too many times can demotivate them. Indeed, there are times when going along with 
the majority to win commitment is more important than making the “right” decision. (For 
more on when it’s wise to go along with the majority, see the sidebar “Joining the 
Opposition.”) But other times, leaders need to listen instead to the single, shy voice in 
the background, or even to their own internal doubts. As Rosalynn Carter once said, “A 
leader takes people where they want to go. A great leader takes people where they don’t 
necessarily want to go but ought to be.” In going against the tide, the leader will 
sometimes boost rather than undermine his or her credibility. 

 Joining the Opposition 

Fooled by Flattery 

Being swept along by their followers isn’t the only form of influence that leaders need to 
be wary of. Sometimes, follower influence takes the subtler and gentler form of 



ingratiation. Most people learn very early in life that a good way to get people to like you 
is to show that you like them. Flattery, favors, and frequent compliments all tend to win 
people over. Leaders, naturally, like those who like them and are more apt to let those 
they are fond of influence them. 

For their part, followers think that being on the boss’s good side gives them some 
measure of job security. To an extent, they’re probably right; even a recent Forbes guide 
to surviving office parties recommends: “Try to ingratiate yourself. In this market, 
people are hired and kept at their companies for their personal skills.” Indeed, a recent 
study indicated that successful ingratiators gained a 5% edge over other employees in 
performance evaluations. This kind of margin by itself won’t get someone ahead, but in a 
competitive market, it might well tip the scale toward one of two people up for a 
promotion. 

Everyone loves a sincere compliment, but those who already think highly of themselves 
are most susceptible to flattery’s charms. In particular, leaders predisposed toward 
narcissism may find their narcissistic tendencies pushed to unhealthy levels when they 
are given heavy doses of follower ingratiation. Gratuitous ingratiation can create a subtle 
shift in a leader’s attitude toward power. Instead of viewing power as something to be 
used in the service of the organization, clients, and stakeholders, the leader treats it as a 
tool to further personal interests, sometimes at the expense of others in and outside the 
organization. This happens as a leader starts to truly believe his press and comes to feel 
more entitled to privileges than others. People often cite Jack Welch’s retirement deal as 
an example of executive entitlement gone haywire. The resulting furor drew public scorn 
for a longstanding corporate icon. 

But one of the most serious problems for leaders who invite flattery is that they insulate 
themselves from the bad news they need to know. In her memoir, Nancy Reagan relates 
how then–Vice President George Bush approached her with concerns about Chief of Staff 
Donald Regan. Mrs. Reagan said she wished he’d tell her husband, but Bush replied that 
it was not his role to do so. “That’s exactly your role,” she snapped. Yet followers who 
have witnessed the killing of previous messengers of unwelcome news will be unlikely to 
volunteer for the role. Samuel Goldwyn’s words resonate strongly: “I want you to tell me 
exactly what’s wrong with me and with MGM even if it means losing your job.” As more 
staff ingratiate or hold back criticism, the perception of staff unanimity, often at the 
expense of the organization’s health, increases as well. 

The rare individual who won’t join an ingratiating inner circle of followers is typically seen 
as a bad apple by both the leader and her peers. Even when this perception problem is 
acknowledged, it is tough to fix. Despite widespread publicity after the 1986 space 
shuttle Challenger disaster about the dangers of failing to attend to negative news, NASA 
is once again facing charges of having downplayed possible liftoff problems just before 
the Columbia disaster. In both cases, engineers allegedly did not inform senior NASA 
executives of safety concerns; they either withheld information or presented it in ways 
that diminished its importance or feasibility. Obviously, this tendency to withhold 
information is not limited to government agencies. Bill Ford, the new CEO of Ford Motor 
Company, believes that isolation at the top has been a big problem at Ford—a problem 
he has spent considerable time trying to rectify by a variety of means, including forcing 
debate and discussion among executives and having informal, impromptu discussions 
with employees at all levels. 

In dealing with ingratiation, leaders need to begin by reflecting on how they respond to 
both flattery and criticism. In considering a follower’s advice or opinion, ask yourself if 
you would respond differently if a staff member you disliked made the same comment, 
and why. Are followers really free to voice their honest assessments, or are they jumped 
on whenever they deviate from your opinions? Bill Ford makes a point of thanking people 
whom he has overruled because he wants them to know that their honesty is 
appreciated. One simple test of whether you’re getting the feedback you need is to count 
how many employees challenge you at your next staff meeting. As Steven Kerr, chief 
learning officer of Goldman Sachs, says: “If you’re not taking flak, you’re not over the 
target.” 

Organizational mechanisms can also help. Greater exposure to external feedback from 
clients, well-run 360-degree feedback programs, and executive coaching may be more 
likely to reveal the full truth. It’s hard to lead from a pedestal; open channels of 
communication can keep a leader far better grounded. 

For honest feedback, some CEOs rely on longtime associates or family members, people 
who may even take pleasure at times in letting some of the air out of the executive’s 
balloon. (Your teenage children might particularly enjoy this, though they might not 



have as much insight into your business). Bill Gates, for instance, has said that he talks 
to his wife, Melinda, every night about work-related issues. In particular, he credits her 
with helping him handle the transition period when he turned over the Microsoft CEO title 
to his old friend Steve Ballmer. Ballmer, too, has been one of Gates’s closest advisers. 
Gates says of this peer relationship with Ballmer: “It’s important to have someone whom 
you totally trust, who is totally committed, who shares your vision, and yet who has a 
little bit different set of skills and who also acts as something of a check on you.” And 
Gates’s well-known friendship with fellow billionaire and bridge buddy Warren Buffett 
serves as a sounding board for both men. Disney’s Michael Eisner had a similar 
relationship with Frank Wells, until Wells’s death in 1994, with Wells enjoying the role of 
devil’s advocate, challenging Eisner to ensure that the best decisions got made. 

In his book You’re Too Kind, journalist Richard Stengel gives an account of flattery 
through the ages, noting that “the history of how ministers have used flattery to control 
leaders did not begin with Henry Kissinger’s relentless and unctuous toadying to Richard 
Nixon…. Cardinal Richelieu was a famous user of flattery…and he was a famous sucker 
for it himself.” Stengel argues that corporate VPs who suck up to their bosses are no 
different than the less powerful chimpanzees who subordinate themselves to more 
powerful ones in the animal world. Though it may feel great at the time, stroking a 
leader’s ego too much, and protecting him or her from needed information, can have 
negative consequences for both the leader and the organization. It’s worth remembering 
the words of cartoonist Hank Ketchum: “Flattery is like chewing gum. Enjoy it, but don’t 
swallow it.” 

It’s worth remembering the words of cartoonist Hank 
Ketchum: “Flattery is like chewing gum. Enjoy it, but 

don’t swallow it.” 

Powers Behind the Throne 

Caught between the Scylla of follower unanimity and the Charybdis of flattery, leaders 
might be tempted to keep their followers at a distance. But in today’s world, this is 
simply not an option. CEOs of major firms cannot know everything about their own 
organizations. In coaching senior executives, I often hear them lamenting that they don’t 
have full knowledge of what’s happening in their companies. They report sleepless nights 
because they’ve been forced to make decisions based on incomplete information. They 
must rely on others for full, accurate, and unbiased input as well as for many operational 
decisions. 

From the follower’s point of view, this presents wonderful opportunities. He can learn 
and practice new skills as the leader relies on him more and more, and he may be 
presented with new opportunities for advancement and reward. At the same time, 
however, it opens the door for the occasional follower who uses his newfound power to 
serve his own interests more than the company’s. 

So how can leaders guard against that problem? They can begin by keeping ethical 
values and corporate vision front and center when delegating and monitoring work. Only 
then can they be certain that followers have a clear framework and boundaries for their 
actions. As Baxter CEO Harry Kraemer says, the key to ensuring that followers do the 
right thing is “open communication of values…over and over and over again.” 

 Six Ways to Counter Wayward Influences 

Leaders can also protect themselves and their companies by setting good examples. 
Followers—especially ingratiators—tend to model themselves after their leaders. Thus, 
straightforward leaders are less likely to be manipulated than manipulative leaders are. 
And a leader who is seen to condone or encourage unethical behavior will almost 
certainly get unethical behavior in his ranks. Take the case of former WorldCom CEO 
Bernie Ebbers, who allegedly ridiculed attempts to institute a corporate code of conduct 
as a waste of time even as he pressed his followers to deliver double-digit growth. He 
shouldn’t have been surprised to find that junior WorldCom executives cooked the books 
or at least turned a blind eye when others did. 

Although competency is generally a good basis on which to grant followers greater 
influence, leaders need to avoid letting followers influence them based on competency 
alone. As W. Michael Blumenthal, former chairman and CEO of Unisys, once said, “When 
did I make my greatest hiring mistakes? When I put intelligence and energy ahead of 
morality.” The danger here is that astute but unscrupulous followers can find ways of 
pushing their leaders in unethical directions and may even use the leader’s stated values 
against him. Suggestions like “I know you like saving money, so you’ll love the idea 



of…,” followed by a shady proposal, force leaders into the position of having to choose 
between eating their words and accepting the proposal. 

At the end of the day, leaders have to rely on their instincts about people. Fortunately, 
there is good news in this respect. Research by psychologist Robert Zajonc suggests that 
we process information both affectively and cognitively and that we experience our 
feeling toward something a split second before we intellectualize it. If leaders are 
attentive, therefore, they may be able to tune in to a fleeting feeling that something is 
not quite right or that they are being manipulated before they rationalize and accept 
what they would be better off rejecting. For example, one tactic favored by manipulative 
followers is to create a false sense of urgency to rush the leader into an uninformed 
decision. Recognizing that you’re being pushed too fast and reserving judgment for a 
time may save you from an action you may regret. 

It’s not only the people you delegate to that you have to watch, it’s also what you 
delegate. Clearly, leaders can never delegate their own responsibilities without peril. 
Smart leaders understand that even well-intentioned followers have their own ambitions 
and may try to usurp tasks that properly belong to their leaders. Harry Stonecipher, now 
CEO of Boeing, likes to point to the great polar explorer Ernest Shackleton as an 
example of a leader who knew what responsibilities he could and couldn’t afford to 
delegate. Stranded on an ice pack and crossing 800 miles of stormy seas in an open 
boat, Shackleton knew the deadly consequences of dissension and therefore focused his 
attention on preserving his team’s unity. He was happy to delegate many essential tasks 
to subordinates, even putting one man in charge of 22 others at a camp while he sailed 
off with the remainder of the crew to get assistance. But the one task he reserved for 
himself was the management of malcontents, whom he kept close by at all times. 
Amazingly, the entire crew survived the more than 15-month ordeal in fairly good 
health, and eight members even joined Shackleton on a subsequent expedition. 

One simple test of whether you’re getting the feedback 
you need is to count how many employees challenge 

you at your next staff meeting. 

• • • 

By understanding how followers are capable of influencing them, top executives can 
improve their leadership skills. They can choose to lead by steadfastly refusing to fall 
prey to manipulative forces and try to guide the way toward more open and appropriate 
communications. 

Followers, for their part, can better understand their power to inappropriately influence 
leaders. Once they recognize the danger they pose to their leaders—and ultimately to 
themselves—ingratiators may come to realize that isolating leaders from reality can be 
as costly to themselves as to the company’s shareholders. Realizing the value of dissent 
may force followers to take more care in forming and promoting their opinions. 

Understanding that some tasks are best left to a leader may help followers to know 
where to stop and leaders to know what not to give away. In the final analysis, honest 
followers have just as great an investment in unmasking manipulative colleagues as 
their leaders do.
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 When Followers Become Toxic  

 Few leaders realize how susceptible they are to their followers’ influence. 
A good set of values, some trusted friends, and a little paranoia can 
prevent them from being led astray.

 

 by Lynn R. Offermann  

Lynn R. Offermann is a professor of organizational sciences and psychology at George Washington 
University in Washington, DC, and the director of the university’s doctoral program in industrial and 
organizational psychology. She can be reached at lro@gwu.edu.  

 Douglas MacArthur once said, “A general is just as good or just as bad as the troops 
under his command make him.” Almost as he made that remark, his country’s president 
was proving the point. For in late 1961, John F. Kennedy, bowing to pressure from his 
advisers, agreed to the escalation of American intervention in Vietnam. Among the 
advisers pressuring him was the senior author of a report recommending military 
intervention. And that adviser’s trusted friend—an American general—was chosen by the 
president to lead the new U.S. command in Saigon. Given his loyalties, the general 
wanted to make sure things looked good on the surface, so he stifled evidence from the 
field about potential setbacks and obstacles in Vietnam, making it tough for the 
president to discern the truth. 

That, according to author and journalist David Halberstam, was how President Kennedy 
and his advisers led the United States into Vietnam. The story starkly illustrates just how 
easily, and with the best of intentions, loyal and able followers can get their leaders into 
trouble. If an accomplished politician like Kennedy could be misled in this way, it’s no 
surprise that today’s business leaders often fall into the same trap. No matter who we 
are, we are all influenced by those around us. Some of us are leaders, but we are all 
followers. Indeed, Ken Lay, the disgraced ex-chairman of Enron, may not be entirely 
wrong in blaming unscrupulous subordinates and advisers for his company’s demise. As 
an executive coach to senior leaders in a variety of industries for more than 20 years, 
I’ve seen firsthand just how easily followers can derail executive careers. 

How does it happen? In the following pages, I draw both on my experience as a 
consultant and executive coach and on decades of research in organizational psychology 
to describe when and why leaders become vulnerable to being led astray by their 
followers. In some cases, as the Kennedy story illustrates, effective leaders can end up 
making poor decisions because able and well-meaning followers are united and 
persuasive about a course of action. This is a particular problem for leaders who attract 
and empower strong followers; these leaders need to become more skeptical and set 
boundaries. At other times, leaders get into trouble because they are surrounded by 
followers who fool them with flattery and isolate them from uncomfortable realities. 
Charismatic leaders, who are most susceptible to this problem, need to make an extra 
effort to unearth disagreement and to find followers who are not afraid to pose hard 
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questions. Charismatic or not, all leaders run the risk of delegating to unscrupulous 
followers. There’s probably little they can do to completely guard against a determined 
corporate Iago, but leaders who communicate and live a positive set of values will find 
themselves better protected. 

When the Majority Rules 

Although many leaders pride themselves on their willingness to take unpopular stands, 
research has consistently demonstrated that most people—including leaders—prefer 
conformity to controversy. And the pressure to conform rises with the degree of 
agreement among those around you. Even if widespread agreement doesn’t actually 
exist, the very appearance of it can be hard to resist. 

People tend to be what psychologists call “cognitive 
misers,” preferring the shortcuts of automatic thinking 

over considered examination. 

One of the most striking pieces of evidence for this was a series of experiments 
conducted in the 1950s by psychologist Solomon Asch. Asch showed participants a 
vertical line and then asked them to judge which of three other lines was most similar in 
length to the test line. Participants who made judgments on their own chose the correct 
answer 99% of the time. Yet when other participants answered as part of a group in 
which fake respondents had been coached to pick a particular incorrect line, almost 
three-quarters of the unknowing participants made at least one wrong choice and one-
third of them conformed to the group choice half the time. 

It’s worth noting that the participants conformed without any pressure from the fake 
respondents. Indeed, the fake respondents were strangers whom the participants were 
unlikely to see ever again. In workplace situations where continued interactions are 
expected and where there may be concern about possible loss of face, one would 
reasonably expect conformity to be even more marked. What’s more, most business 
decisions are urgent, complex, and ambiguous, which encourages people to depend on 
the views of others. We should hardly be surprised, therefore, to find that the ethical and 
capable individuals who served on the boards of companies like WorldCom and Enron 
turned “into credulous, compliant apparatchiks more focused on maintaining collegiality 
than maximizing long-term profitability,” as the Washington Post put it. 

What happens is that leaders faced with a united opposition can start to question their 
own judgment. And they should question themselves—the reason that unanimity is such 
a powerful influencing force is simply that the majority often is right. In general, 
research shows that using social proof—what others think or do—to determine our 
behavior leads us to make fewer mistakes than opposing the majority view does. But as 
even the smartest leaders have had to learn the hard way, the majority can be 
spectacularly wrong. 

One reason that even well-informed experts so often follow the crowd is that people by 
nature tend to be what psychologists call “cognitive misers,” preferring the shortcuts of 
automatic thinking over considered examination. These shortcuts can help us to process 
information more quickly but can also lead to monumental errors. For instance, product 
designers may assume that if they like a product, everyone will. Yet the flop of Dell’s 
Olympic line of desktop and workstation computers taught managers there that products 
must appeal to more than the company’s own technically savvy workforce. As Michael 
Dell put it, “We had gone ahead and created a product that was, for all intents and 
purposes, technology for technology’s sake rather than technology for the customer’s 
sake.” 



Cognitive miserliness can be reinforced by culture. In the United States, for instance, 
Americans have long tolerated—even encouraged—people who form and express quick 
opinions. It is not a reflective society. Americans like to brainstorm and move on. That 
shortcut mentality can be particularly dangerous if the opinions are presented publicly, 
because people will then advance their views tenaciously. 

In such public forums, it falls to the leader to push followers to examine their opinions 
more closely. Alfred P. Sloan, the former chairman of GM, understood this very well. He 
once said at the close of an executive meeting: “Gentlemen, I take it we are all in 
complete agreement on the decision here. I propose we postpone further discussion until 
our next meeting to give ourselves time to develop disagreement and perhaps gain some 
understanding of what the decision is all about.” 

Another factor contributing to the power of the majority is that leaders worry about 
undermining their employees’ commitment. This is a reasonable concern. Leaders do 
need to be careful about spending their political capital, and overruling employees one 
too many times can demotivate them. Indeed, there are times when going along with 
the majority to win commitment is more important than making the “right” decision. (For 
more on when it’s wise to go along with the majority, see the sidebar “Joining the 
Opposition.”) But other times, leaders need to listen instead to the single, shy voice in 
the background, or even to their own internal doubts. As Rosalynn Carter once said, “A 
leader takes people where they want to go. A great leader takes people where they don’t 
necessarily want to go but ought to be.” In going against the tide, the leader will 
sometimes boost rather than undermine his or her credibility. 

Joining the Opposition 
Sidebar R0401E_A (Located at the end of this article)

Fooled by Flattery 

Being swept along by their followers isn’t the only form of influence that leaders need to 
be wary of. Sometimes, follower influence takes the subtler and gentler form of 
ingratiation. Most people learn very early in life that a good way to get people to like you 
is to show that you like them. Flattery, favors, and frequent compliments all tend to win 
people over. Leaders, naturally, like those who like them and are more apt to let those 
they are fond of influence them. 

For their part, followers think that being on the boss’s good side gives them some 
measure of job security. To an extent, they’re probably right; even a recent Forbes guide 
to surviving office parties recommends: “Try to ingratiate yourself. In this market, 
people are hired and kept at their companies for their personal skills.” Indeed, a recent 
study indicated that successful ingratiators gained a 5% edge over other employees in 
performance evaluations. This kind of margin by itself won’t get someone ahead, but in a 
competitive market, it might well tip the scale toward one of two people up for a 
promotion. 

Everyone loves a sincere compliment, but those who already think highly of themselves 
are most susceptible to flattery’s charms. In particular, leaders predisposed toward 
narcissism may find their narcissistic tendencies pushed to unhealthy levels when they 
are given heavy doses of follower ingratiation. Gratuitous ingratiation can create a subtle 
shift in a leader’s attitude toward power. Instead of viewing power as something to be 
used in the service of the organization, clients, and stakeholders, the leader treats it as a 
tool to further personal interests, sometimes at the expense of others in and outside the 



organization. This happens as a leader starts to truly believe his press and comes to feel 
more entitled to privileges than others. People often cite Jack Welch’s retirement deal as 
an example of executive entitlement gone haywire. The resulting furor drew public scorn 
for a longstanding corporate icon. 

But one of the most serious problems for leaders who invite flattery is that they insulate 
themselves from the bad news they need to know. In her memoir, Nancy Reagan relates 
how then–Vice President George Bush approached her with concerns about Chief of Staff 
Donald Regan. Mrs. Reagan said she wished he’d tell her husband, but Bush replied that 
it was not his role to do so. “That’s exactly your role,” she snapped. Yet followers who 
have witnessed the killing of previous messengers of unwelcome news will be unlikely to 
volunteer for the role. Samuel Goldwyn’s words resonate strongly: “I want you to tell me 
exactly what’s wrong with me and with MGM even if it means losing your job.” As more 
staff ingratiate or hold back criticism, the perception of staff unanimity, often at the 
expense of the organization’s health, increases as well. 

The rare individual who won’t join an ingratiating inner circle of followers is typically seen 
as a bad apple by both the leader and her peers. Even when this perception problem is 
acknowledged, it is tough to fix. Despite widespread publicity after the 1986 space 
shuttle Challenger disaster about the dangers of failing to attend to negative news, NASA 
is once again facing charges of having downplayed possible liftoff problems just before 
the Columbia disaster. In both cases, engineers allegedly did not inform senior NASA 
executives of safety concerns; they either withheld information or presented it in ways 
that diminished its importance or feasibility. Obviously, this tendency to withhold 
information is not limited to government agencies. Bill Ford, the new CEO of Ford Motor 
Company, believes that isolation at the top has been a big problem at Ford—a problem 
he has spent considerable time trying to rectify by a variety of means, including forcing 
debate and discussion among executives and having informal, impromptu discussions 
with employees at all levels. 

In dealing with ingratiation, leaders need to begin by reflecting on how they respond to 
both flattery and criticism. In considering a follower’s advice or opinion, ask yourself if 
you would respond differently if a staff member you disliked made the same comment, 
and why. Are followers really free to voice their honest assessments, or are they jumped 
on whenever they deviate from your opinions? Bill Ford makes a point of thanking people 
whom he has overruled because he wants them to know that their honesty is 
appreciated. One simple test of whether you’re getting the feedback you need is to count 
how many employees challenge you at your next staff meeting. As Steven Kerr, chief 
learning officer of Goldman Sachs, says: “If you’re not taking flak, you’re not over the 
target.” 

Organizational mechanisms can also help. Greater exposure to external feedback from 
clients, well-run 360-degree feedback programs, and executive coaching may be more 
likely to reveal the full truth. It’s hard to lead from a pedestal; open channels of 
communication can keep a leader far better grounded. 

For honest feedback, some CEOs rely on longtime associates or family members, people 
who may even take pleasure at times in letting some of the air out of the executive’s 
balloon. (Your teenage children might particularly enjoy this, though they might not 
have as much insight into your business). Bill Gates, for instance, has said that he talks 
to his wife, Melinda, every night about work-related issues. In particular, he credits her 
with helping him handle the transition period when he turned over the Microsoft CEO title 
to his old friend Steve Ballmer. Ballmer, too, has been one of Gates’s closest advisers. 
Gates says of this peer relationship with Ballmer: “It’s important to have someone whom 
you totally trust, who is totally committed, who shares your vision, and yet who has a 



little bit different set of skills and who also acts as something of a check on you.” And 
Gates’s well-known friendship with fellow billionaire and bridge buddy Warren Buffett 
serves as a sounding board for both men. Disney’s Michael Eisner had a similar 
relationship with Frank Wells, until Wells’s death in 1994, with Wells enjoying the role of 
devil’s advocate, challenging Eisner to ensure that the best decisions got made. 

In his book You’re Too Kind, journalist Richard Stengel gives an account of flattery 
through the ages, noting that “the history of how ministers have used flattery to control 
leaders did not begin with Henry Kissinger’s relentless and unctuous toadying to Richard 
Nixon…. Cardinal Richelieu was a famous user of flattery…and he was a famous sucker 
for it himself.” Stengel argues that corporate VPs who suck up to their bosses are no 
different than the less powerful chimpanzees who subordinate themselves to more 
powerful ones in the animal world. Though it may feel great at the time, stroking a 
leader’s ego too much, and protecting him or her from needed information, can have 
negative consequences for both the leader and the organization. It’s worth remembering 
the words of cartoonist Hank Ketchum: “Flattery is like chewing gum. Enjoy it, but don’t 
swallow it.” 

It’s worth remembering the words of cartoonist Hank 
Ketchum: “Flattery is like chewing gum. Enjoy it, but 

don’t swallow it.” 

Powers Behind the Throne 

Caught between the Scylla of follower unanimity and the Charybdis of flattery, leaders 
might be tempted to keep their followers at a distance. But in today’s world, this is 
simply not an option. CEOs of major firms cannot know everything about their own 
organizations. In coaching senior executives, I often hear them lamenting that they don’t 
have full knowledge of what’s happening in their companies. They report sleepless nights 
because they’ve been forced to make decisions based on incomplete information. They 
must rely on others for full, accurate, and unbiased input as well as for many operational 
decisions. 

From the follower’s point of view, this presents wonderful opportunities. He can learn 
and practice new skills as the leader relies on him more and more, and he may be 
presented with new opportunities for advancement and reward. At the same time, 
however, it opens the door for the occasional follower who uses his newfound power to 
serve his own interests more than the company’s. 

So how can leaders guard against that problem? They can begin by keeping ethical 
values and corporate vision front and center when delegating and monitoring work. Only 
then can they be certain that followers have a clear framework and boundaries for their 
actions. As Baxter CEO Harry Kraemer says, the key to ensuring that followers do the 
right thing is “open communication of values…over and over and over again.” 

Six Ways to Counter Wayward Influences 
Sidebar R0401E_B (Located at the end of this article)

Leaders can also protect themselves and their companies by setting good examples. 
Followers—especially ingratiators—tend to model themselves after their leaders. Thus, 
straightforward leaders are less likely to be manipulated than manipulative leaders are. 
And a leader who is seen to condone or encourage unethical behavior will almost 
certainly get unethical behavior in his ranks. Take the case of former WorldCom CEO 



Bernie Ebbers, who allegedly ridiculed attempts to institute a corporate code of conduct 
as a waste of time even as he pressed his followers to deliver double-digit growth. He 
shouldn’t have been surprised to find that junior WorldCom executives cooked the books 
or at least turned a blind eye when others did. 

Although competency is generally a good basis on which to grant followers greater 
influence, leaders need to avoid letting followers influence them based on competency 
alone. As W. Michael Blumenthal, former chairman and CEO of Unisys, once said, “When 
did I make my greatest hiring mistakes? When I put intelligence and energy ahead of 
morality.” The danger here is that astute but unscrupulous followers can find ways of 
pushing their leaders in unethical directions and may even use the leader’s stated values 
against him. Suggestions like “I know you like saving money, so you’ll love the idea 
of…,” followed by a shady proposal, force leaders into the position of having to choose 
between eating their words and accepting the proposal. 

At the end of the day, leaders have to rely on their instincts about people. Fortunately, 
there is good news in this respect. Research by psychologist Robert Zajonc suggests that 
we process information both affectively and cognitively and that we experience our 
feeling toward something a split second before we intellectualize it. If leaders are 
attentive, therefore, they may be able to tune in to a fleeting feeling that something is 
not quite right or that they are being manipulated before they rationalize and accept 
what they would be better off rejecting. For example, one tactic favored by manipulative 
followers is to create a false sense of urgency to rush the leader into an uninformed 
decision. Recognizing that you’re being pushed too fast and reserving judgment for a 
time may save you from an action you may regret. 

It’s not only the people you delegate to that you have to watch, it’s also what you 
delegate. Clearly, leaders can never delegate their own responsibilities without peril. 
Smart leaders understand that even well-intentioned followers have their own ambitions 
and may try to usurp tasks that properly belong to their leaders. Harry Stonecipher, now 
CEO of Boeing, likes to point to the great polar explorer Ernest Shackleton as an 
example of a leader who knew what responsibilities he could and couldn’t afford to 
delegate. Stranded on an ice pack and crossing 800 miles of stormy seas in an open 
boat, Shackleton knew the deadly consequences of dissension and therefore focused his 
attention on preserving his team’s unity. He was happy to delegate many essential tasks 
to subordinates, even putting one man in charge of 22 others at a camp while he sailed 
off with the remainder of the crew to get assistance. But the one task he reserved for 
himself was the management of malcontents, whom he kept close by at all times. 
Amazingly, the entire crew survived the more than 15-month ordeal in fairly good 
health, and eight members even joined Shackleton on a subsequent expedition. 

One simple test of whether you’re getting the feedback 
you need is to count how many employees challenge 

you at your next staff meeting. 

• • • 

By understanding how followers are capable of influencing them, top executives can 
improve their leadership skills. They can choose to lead by steadfastly refusing to fall 
prey to manipulative forces and try to guide the way toward more open and appropriate 
communications. 

Followers, for their part, can better understand their power to inappropriately influence 
leaders. Once they recognize the danger they pose to their leaders—and ultimately to 



themselves—ingratiators may come to realize that isolating leaders from reality can be 
as costly to themselves as to the company’s shareholders. Realizing the value of dissent 
may force followers to take more care in forming and promoting their opinions. 

Understanding that some tasks are best left to a leader may help followers to know 
where to stop and leaders to know what not to give away. In the final analysis, honest 
followers have just as great an investment in unmasking manipulative colleagues as 
their leaders do.
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 Joining the Opposition Sidebar R0401E_A  

 The leader who automatically rejects his followers’ opinions can be as unwise as one who 
unthinkingly goes along with them. In fact, there are times when it is advisable to go 
along with followers who are plainly wrong. 

A senior executive in the health care field recently faced a united front of followers in an 
acquired facility. The followers wanted the executive to retain a popular manager despite 
an outside consultant’s report that strongly recommended the manager’s dismissal. Staff 
members felt that the manager had been wrongly blamed for the unit’s problems and 
that the unit had been mishandled, underfunded, and generally “done in” by previous 
management. 

Although the senior executive was under pressure from her COO to dismiss the 
manager, she chose to keep and support him—and watch carefully. By choosing this 
course, the executive won the support and confidence of hundreds of employees who 
saw procedural justice in her willingness to give the manager a chance. With the full 
support of her staff, the executive then went on to lead a turnaround of the facility in 
short order, exceeding the COO’s expectations. Indeed, the executive built so much 
credibility through her actions that she was eventually able to dismiss the manager, with 
the staff understanding that he had had a fair chance but had failed. 

The executive recognized not only the unanimity of employees but also the importance 
of winning their buy in and commitment. She chose, intentionally, to defer to the staff’s 
wishes in order to demonstrate her fairness and openness. After all, the employees could 
have been correct in their assessment. Even though that didn’t turn out to be the case, 
the leader’s considered decision to go along with her reports likely resulted in a better 
outcome than if she had summarily rejected their opinions. 

 

 Six Ways to Counter Wayward Influences Sidebar R0401E_B  



 There’s no guaranteed means of ensuring that you won’t be misled by your followers. 
But adhering to these principles may help. 

1. Keep vision and values front and center. It’s much easier to get sidetracked when 
you’re unclear about what the main track is. 

2. Make sure people disagree. Remember that most of us form opinions too quickly 
and give them up too slowly. 

3. Cultivate truth tellers. Make sure there are people in your world you can trust to 
tell you what you need to hear, no matter how unpopular or unpalatable it is. 

4. Do as you would have done to you. Followers look to what you do rather than 
what you say. Set a good ethical climate for your team to be sure your followers have 
clear boundaries for their actions. 

5. Honor your intuition. If you think you’re being manipulated, you’re probably right. 

6. Delegate, don’t desert. It’s important to share control and empower your staff, but 
remember who’s ultimately responsible for the outcome. As they say in politics, “Trust, 
but verify.” 
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 Ed Davidson is on top of the world, literally and figuratively, at the beginning of this 
fictional case study. He’s in the Swiss Alps, headed for Davos and his first experience as 
a delegate to the World Economic Forum’s annual conference. And he has reason to 
believe he is about to be made president of his company, Carston Waite—and therefore 
heir apparent to the CEO position. 

Then his phone rings. It’s his mentor, Frank Maugham, the CFO and a board member at 
Carston Waite, calling to inform him of a major setback. “David asked me to let you 
know you are not going to be named president,” he says. “At least not yet. He wants to 
stay close to the business.” But Frank has a plan to change the CEO’s mind. 

Meanwhile, Ed feels betrayed and humiliated—and his desire for revenge against the 
CEO mounts. When the news comes that Frank’s plan has failed and has cost Frank his 
job, Ed is already deep in a plot of his own. He’s in Davos because David had to back 
out; Ed is supposed to deliver the CEO’s remarks in his stead. But why not use this 
opportunity on the world stage instead to deal a parting blow? 

A psychoanalyst, a psychiatrist, an executive coach, and a governance expert comment 
on Ed’s state of mind and his best course of action. They are Kenneth Eisold, the 
president of the International Society for the Psychoanalytic Study of Organizations; Dee 
Soder, the founder and managing partner of the CEO Perspective Group; Jeffrey P. Kahn, 
the CEO of WorkPsych Associates; and Charles M. Elson, the Edgar S. Woolard, Jr., Chair 
of Corporate Governance at the University of Delaware. 
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 Like it or not, leaders need to manage the mood of their organizations. The most gifted 
leaders accomplish that by using a mysterious blend of psychological abilities known as 
emotional intelligence. They are self-aware and empathetic. They can read and regulate 
their own emotions while intuitively grasping how others feel and gauging their 
organization’s emotional state. 

But where does emotional intelligence come from, and how do leaders learn to use it? In 
this article, 18 leaders and scholars (including business executives, leadership 
researchers, psychologists, an autism expert, and a symphony conductor) explore the 
nature and management of emotional intelligence—its sources, uses, and abuses. Their 
responses varied, but some common themes emerged: the importance of consciously—
and conscientiously—honing one’s skills, the double-edged nature of self-awareness, and 
the danger of letting any one emotional intelligence skill dominate. Among their 
observations: 

Psychology professor John Mayer, who codeveloped the concept of emotional 
intelligence, warns managers not to be confused by popular definitions of the term, 
which suggest that if you have a certain set of personality traits then you automatically 
possess emotional intelligence. Neuropsychologist Elkhonon Goldberg agrees with 
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professors Daniel Goleman and Robert Goffee that emotional intelligence can be learned
—but only by people who already show an aptitude for it. Cult expert Janja Lalich points 
out that leaders can use their emotional intelligence skills for ill in the same way they 
can for good. “Sometimes the only difference is [the leader’s] intent,” she says. And 
business leaders Carol Bartz, William George, Sidney Harman, and Andrea Jung (of 
Autodesk, Medtronic, Harman International, and Avon respectively) describe situations in 
which emotional intelligence traits such as self-awareness and empathy have helped 
them and their companies perform at a higher level. 

 Thinking About…  

 Leadership—Warts and All  
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 Does using Tyco’s funds to purchase a $6,000 shower curtain and a $15,000 dog-shaped 
umbrella stand make Dennis Kozlowski a bad leader? Is Martha Stewart’s career any less 
instructive because she may have sold some shares on the basis of a tip-off? Is 
leadership synonymous with moral leadership? 

Before 1970, the answer from most leadership theorists would certainly have been no. 
Look at Hitler, Stalin, Pol Pot, Mao Tse-tung—great leaders all, but hardly good men. In 
fact, capricious, murderous, high-handed, corrupt, and evil leaders are effective and 
commonplace. Machiavelli celebrated them; the U.S. constitution built in safeguards 
against them. Everywhere, power goes hand in hand with corruption—everywhere, that 
is, except in the literature of business leadership. 

To read Tom Peters, Jay Conger, John Kotter, and most of their colleagues, leaders are, 
as Warren Bennis puts it, individuals who create shared meaning, have a distinctive 
voice, have the capacity to adapt, and have integrity. According to today’s business 
literature, to be a leader is, by definition, to be benevolent. 

But leadership is not a moral concept, and it is high time we acknowledge that fact. We 
have as much to learn from those we would regard as bad examples as we do from the 
far fewer good examples we’re presented with these days. 

Leaders are like the rest of us: trustworthy and deceitful, cowardly and brave, greedy 
and generous. To assume that all good leaders are good people is to be willfully blind to 
the reality of the human condition, and it severely limits our ability to become better 
leaders. Worse, it may cause senior executives to think that, because they are leaders, 
they are never deceitful, cowardly, or greedy. That way lies disaster. 

For information on an audio conference with Barbara Kellerman based on the concepts in 
this article, visit http://conferences.harvardbusinessonline.org. 
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 Leaders go through many transitions in their careers. Each brings new crises and 
challenges—from taking over a damaged organization to having to fire somebody to 
passing the baton to the next generation. These moments can be wrenching—and can 
threaten your confidence—but they’re also predictable. Knowing what to expect can help 
you get through and perhaps emerge stronger. 

In this engaging article, Warren G. Bennis, professor and founding chairman of the 
University of Southern California’s Leadership Institute, reflects on leadership, 
recounting his own experiences as a young lieutenant in the infantry in World War II, as 
the new president of a university, and as the mentor to a unique nursing student. Bennis 
also describes the experiences of other leaders he has known throughout his career. 

Drawing on more than 50 years of academic research and business expertise—and 
borrowing from Shakespeare’s seven ages of man—Bennis says the leader’s life unfolds 
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in seven stages. “The infant executive” seeks to recruit a mentor for guidance. “The 
schoolboy” must learn how to do the job in public, subjected to unsettling scrutiny of 
every word and act. “The lover with a woeful ballad” struggles with the tsunami of 
problems every organization presents. “The bearded soldier” must be willing—even eager
—to hire people better than he is, because he knows that talented underlings can help 
him shine. “The general” must become adept at not simply allowing people to speak the 
truth but at actually being able to hear what they are saying. “The statesman” is hard at 
work preparing to pass on wisdom in the interests of the organization. And, finally, “the 
sage” embraces the role of mentor to young executives. 

For information on an audio conference with Warren Bennis based on the concepts in this 
article, visit http://conferences.harvardbusinessonline.org. 
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 Leaders are vulnerable, too. That is, they can be led astray just as their followers can—
actually, by their followers. This happens in a variety of ways. 

Sometimes, good leaders end up making poor decisions because well-meaning followers 
are united and persuasive about a course of action. This is a particular problem for 
leaders who attract and empower strong followers. These executives need to become 
more skeptical of the majority view and push followers to examine their opinions more 
closely. 

At other times, leaders get into trouble because they are surrounded by followers who 
fool them with flattery and isolate them from uncomfortable realities. Charismatic 
leaders, who are most susceptible to this problem, need to make an extra effort to 
unearth disagreement and to find followers who are not afraid to pose hard questions. 
Organizational mechanisms like 360-degree feedback and executive coaching can help 
these leaders get at the truth within their companies. 

Finally, unscrupulous and ambitious followers may end up encroaching on the authority 
of the leader to such an extent that the leader becomes little more than a figurehead 
who has responsibility but no power. There’s not much leaders can do to completely 
guard against a determined corporate Iago, but those who communicate and live by a 
positive set of values will find themselves better protected. And since followers tend to 
model themselves after their leaders, the straightforward leader is less likely to have 
manipulative followers. 

In this article, George Washington University professor Lynn Offermann explores each of 
these dynamics in depth, arguing that leaders need to stir debate, look for friends who 
can deliver bad news, and communicate and act on a solid set of values. 
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 Much of the business literature on leadership starts with the assumption that leaders are 
rational beings. But irrationality is integral to human nature, and inner conflict often 
contributes to the drive to succeed. Although a number of business scholars have 
explored the psychology of executives, Manfred F.R. Kets de Vries has made the analysis 
of CEOs his life’s work. 

In this article, Kets de Vries, a psychoanalyst, author, and Insead professor, draws on 
three decades of study to describe the psychological profile of successful CEOs. He 
explores senior executives’ vulnerabilities, which are often intensified by followers’ 
attempts to manipulate their leaders. Leaders, he says, have an uncanny ability to 
awaken transferential processes—in which people transfer the dynamics of past 
relationships onto present interactions—among their employees and even in themselves. 
These processes can present themselves in a number of ways, sometimes negatively. 

What’s more, many top executives, being middle-aged, suffer from depression. Midlife 
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prompts a reappraisal of career identity, and by the time a leader is a CEO, an 
existential crisis is often imminent. This can happen with anyone, but the probability is 
higher with CEOs and senior executives because so many have devoted themselves 
exclusively to work. 

Not all CEOs are psychologically unhealthy, of course. Healthy leaders are talented in 
self-observation and self-analysis, Kets de Vries says. The best are highly motivated to 
spend time on self-reflection. Their lives are in balance, they can play, they are creative 
and inventive, and they have the capacity to be nonconformist. “Those who accept the 
madness in themselves may be the healthiest leaders of all,” he concludes. 
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 Managers and leaders are two very different types of people. Managers’ goals arise out 
of necessities rather than desires; they excel at defusing conflicts between individuals or 
departments, placating all sides while ensuring that an organization’s day-to-day 
business gets done. Leaders, on the other hand, adopt personal, active attitudes toward 
goals. They look for the opportunities and rewards that lie around the corner, inspiring 
subordinates and firing up the creative process with their own energy. Their relationships 
with employees and coworkers are intense, and their working environment is often 
chaotic. 

In this article, first published in 1977, the author argues that businesses need both 
managers and leaders to survive and succeed. But in the larger U.S. organizations of 
that time, a “managerial mystique” seemed to perpetuate the development of 
managerial personalities—people who rely on, and strive to maintain, orderly work 
patterns. The managerial power ethic favors collective leadership and seeks to avoid 
risk. 

That same managerial mystique can stifle leaders’ development—How can an 
entrepreneurial spirit develop when it is submerged in a conservative environment and 
denied personal attention? Mentor relationships are crucial to the development of 
leadership personalities, but in large, bureaucratic organizations, such relationships are 
not encouraged. 

Businesses must find ways to train good managers and develop leaders at the same 
time. Without a solid organizational framework, even leaders with the most brilliant 
ideas may spin their wheels, frustrating coworkers and accomplishing little. But without 
the entrepreneurial culture that develops when a leader is at the helm of an 
organization, a business will stagnate and rapidly lose competitive power. 
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 When asked to define the ideal leader, many would emphasize traits such as intelligence, 
toughness, determination, and vision—the qualities traditionally associated with 
leadership. Such skills and smarts are necessary but insufficient qualities for the leader. 
Often left off the list are softer, more personal qualities—but they are also essential. 
Although a certain degree of analytical and technical skill is a minimum requirement for 
success, studies indicate that emotional intelligence may be the key attribute that 
distinguishes outstanding performers from those who are merely adequate. 

Psychologist and author Daniel Goleman first brought the term “emotional intelligence” 
to a wide audience with his 1995 book of the same name, and Goleman first applied the 
concept to business with this 1998 classic HBR article. In his research at nearly 200 
large, global companies, Goleman found that truly effective leaders are distinguished by 
a high degree of emotional intelligence. Without it, a person can have first-class training, 
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an incisive mind, and an endless supply of good ideas, but he still won’t be a great 
leader. 

The chief components of emotional intelligence—self-awareness, self-regulation, 
motivation, empathy, and social skill—can sound unbusinesslike, but Goleman, cochair of 
the Consortium for Research on Emotional Intelligence in Organizations, based at 
Rutgers University, found direct ties between emotional intelligence and measurable 
business results. The notion of emotional intelligence and its relevance to business has 
continued to spark debate over the past six years, but Goleman’s article remains the 
definitive reference on the subject, with a detailed discussion of each component of 
emotional intelligence, how to recognize it in potential leaders, how and why it connects 
to performance, and how it can be learned. 
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 In the winter of 2000, at the height of the dot-com boom, business leaders posed for the 
covers of Time, BusinessWeek, and the Economist with the aplomb and confidence of 
rock stars. These were a different breed from their counterparts of just ten or 20 years 
before, who shunned the press and whose comments were carefully crafted by corporate 
PR departments. 

Such love of the limelight often stems from what Freud called a narcissistic personality, 
says psychoanalyst and anthropologist Michael Maccoby in this HBR classic first 
published in the January–February 2000 issue. 

Narcissists are good for companies in extraordinary times, those that need people with 
the passion and daring to take them in new directions. But narcissists can also lead 
companies into disaster by refusing to listen to the advice and warnings of their 
managers. It’s not always true, as Andy Grove famously put it, that only the paranoid 
survive. 

Most business advice is focused on the more analytic personality that Freud labeled 
obsessive. But recommendations about creating teamwork and being more receptive to 
subordinates will not resonate with narcissists. They didn’t get where they are by 
listening to others, so why should they listen to anyone when they’re at the top of their 
game? 

Narcissists who want to overcome the limits of their personalities must work as hard at 
that as they do at business success. One solution is to find a trusted sidekick, who can 
point out the operational requirements of the narcissistic leader’s often overly grandiose 
vision and keep him rooted in reality. Another is to take a leap of faith and go into 
psychoanalysis, which can give these leaders the tools to overcome their sometimes fatal 
character flaws. 
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 The would-be analyst of leadership usually studies popularity, power, showmanship, or 
wisdom in long-range planning. But none of these qualities is the essence of leadership. 
Leadership is the accomplishment of a goal through the direction of human assistants—a 
human and social achievement that stems from the leader’s understanding of his or her 
fellow workers and the relationship of their individual goals to the group’s aim. 

To be successful, leaders must learn two basic lessons: People are complex, and people 
are different. Human beings respond not only to the traditional carrot and stick but also 
to ambition, patriotism, love of the good and the beautiful, boredom, self-doubt, and 
many other desires and emotions. One person may find satisfaction in solving intellectual 
problems but may never be given the opportunity to explore how that satisfaction can be 
applied to business. Another may need a friendly, admiring relationship and may be 
constantly frustrated by the failure of his superior to recognize and take advantage of 
that need. 
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In this article, first published in HBR’s September–October 1961 issue, W.C.H. Prentice 
argues that by responding to such individual patterns, the leader will be able to create 
genuinely intrinsic interest in the work. Ideally, Prentice says, managerial dominions 
should be small enough that every supervisor can know those who report to him or her 
as human beings. 

Prentice calls for democratic leadership that, without creating anarchy, gives employees 
opportunities to learn and grow. This concept, along with his rejection of the notion that 
leadership is the exercise of power or the possession of extraordinary analytical skill, 
foreshadows the work of more recent authors such as Abraham Zaleznik and Daniel 
Goleman, who have fundamentally changed the way we look at leadership. 

 In Closing  

 The Highway of the Mind  
 Thomas A. Stewart  
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 Businesspeople tend to be extroverts, taking a lively interest in others and preferring 
action to introspection. But to be fully effective as leaders, they must learn to navigate 
the twists and turns of their emotions and those of the people around them. 
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 Left on a Mountainside  

 Ed Davidson is at Davos when he hears that his CEO is not naming him 
president. But Ed knows a nasty secret that could ruin the CEO’s reputation
—should he use it to try to salvage his career?

 

 by Julia Kirby  

 Brilliant sunshine and brittle cold snapped Ed Davidson awake as he emerged from 
Zurich Airport, trailing the limousine driver who moments before had met him at the 
security checkpoint. After being hermetically sealed in a jumbo jet for hours, focused on 
a laptop, some analyst reports, his cluttered tray table—nothing more than a few yards 
away—he shielded his watering eyes. But by the time he reached the car, he was 
grinning broadly. The skier in him rejoiced at the January air and the prospect of six 
days in the Alps. He ducked into the backseat, pushing his briefcase ahead of him. He 
was on his way to Davos. 

Not that he would be skiing much. Other than on the scheduled “sports day” on Sunday, 
participants at the World Economic Forum’s annual conference were facing a packed 
schedule of sessions, receptions, and dinners. Ed pulled out his conference folder and 
glanced over the program again. His attention alternated between the scenery outside 
his window and the people with whom he would soon be mingling. His mother had been 
awed on the phone the evening before, hearing him rattle off name after name familiar 
to her from the news and gossip columns. “Eddie,” she’d said, “this is my dream come 
true for you. I’m pinching myself!” He smiled to recall it, then quickly composed his 
features. Jutting his jaw slightly forward, he reminded himself that these people were no 
more than his peers. Soon enough, anyway. 

Two hours into the drive, a loud crack by Ed’s right ear jolted him from the doze he had 
drifted into. He sat up and turned his head toward the noise, only to be thrown off 
balance as the car accelerated. “Very sorry, sir,” said the driver, catching sight of Ed’s 
surprised expression in the rearview mirror. “Antiglobalization protesters. We are just a 
few minutes from the checkpoint.” Ed turned to stare out the back of the car and saw 
the rock thrower taking aim at another black sedan behind them. Then it occurred to him 
to look forward. Through the windshield he saw the cluster of black-costumed activists 
the driver was hoping to blow past. 

“Let me get this straight.” Lucy peered at Ed. “David 
Paterno promised you this position? And now he’s 

reneging?” 

His phone rang. Annoyed at the start it gave him, Ed rooted his phone out of his 
briefcase and snapped it open. It was Frank Maugham calling. Normally, this would have 
been welcome. Frank was CFO and a board member at Carston Waite, and he had been 
a mentor to Ed for most of the 14 years since Ed joined the company. It wouldn’t have 
been unusual for Frank to call on some routine matter or just to chat; they had become 
that close. But Ed immediately detected the note of anxiety in Frank’s greeting and knew 
there was something afoot. 

“It’s a setback, I’m afraid,” Frank explained. “David just spoke with me. He asked me to 
let you know you are not going to be named president of Carston Waite.” He paused. “At 
least not yet. He’s planning to make an announcement that he’s not appointing anyone 
for a while.” His voice took on a sardonic tone. “He wants to stay close to the business.” 

Ed’s mind was a blank—the news had hit him almost with the force of a physical blow—
then he gradually became conscious of the heat rising in his cheeks and forehead. His 
hand with the phone in it had slipped down from his ear. He jerked it back up when he 
heard Frank’s voice again, saying, “Are you there?” 
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But now the car was caught up in a swirl of agitated humanity. As the car inched 
forward, protesters dressed in outrageous costumes and carrying hand-lettered signs 
pressed toward it, a few getting close enough, despite the efforts of armed Swiss guards, 
to leer disconcertingly into the windows. Ed could hear their chants through the thick 
glass. He looked around wildly, then gripped the phone tighter. “Look, Frank. This is a 
bizarre moment. Can I call you right back? I’m almost at the hotel.” 

“Yes, absolutely. Get settled in. But first, just know that I have a plan,” Frank said. “I’m 
going to call around to the rest of the board members and see if we can’t prevail upon 
David to change his mind.” 

“You really think that could work?” Ed tried to focus. 

“Who could argue with the wisdom of having a succession plan? And who else but you 
could the successor be?” 

The car lurched forward and passed through a gate in a high chain-link fence. The driver 
glanced back and raised his eyebrows expectantly. It was time for Ed to produce his 
passport and conference pass for inspection. “I’ll call you,” Ed said to Frank and shoved 
the phone back into his briefcase. 

Magic Mountain 

Some hours later, realizing he was hungry, Ed quickly shaved, dressed for dinner, and 
found his way to the Kongress Center, where the inaugural reception was already in high 
gear. The room was a sea of gesticulating people, chattering in accented English or no 
English at all. Waiters moved smoothly among them, trays laden with wineglasses and 
hors d’oeuvres, as a full orchestra played Berlioz. Ed spied a row of white-clothed tables 
and began working his way toward it. 

“Edward Davidson! Well, I’ll be damned.” 

Ed looked toward the voice and was amazed to see his old B-school section mate, Lucy 
Keh. Lucy had made her millions in a dot-com that went public, then had gone on to 
found a nonprofit organization. They’d long ago fallen out of touch, but Ed occasionally 
spotted her name in the news. Now she was breaking away from the group she’d been 
talking with and coming toward him, her arms extended for a hug. 

There was no one like Lucy. Back in school, she’d been brilliant, but she was also the one 
who made you feel brilliant. She’d bring homemade brownies to study sessions. She’d 
read Greek dramas—in the original Greek, no less—to unwind. She’d remember your kid 
brother’s name. She was fiercely loyal. 

Almost before he realized what was happening, Ed was outside the ballroom, glass in 
hand, admitting to Lucy how he had that day been betrayed. 

“Let me get this straight.” Lucy peered at Ed. “David Paterno promised you this position? 
And now he’s reneging?” 

Ed filled in the details. A year ago, Carston Waite’s longtime chairman and CEO, Tom 
Tyrakowski, had announced he was leaving, and a three-way contest among internal 
candidates for the spot had moved quickly into high gear. The timing wasn’t ideal, from 
Ed’s standpoint. A few years later and he might have had a fair shot at the job himself. 
As it was, he couldn’t compete, despite his reputation as a rising star. And neither was 
Frank in the running. 

Already 60, Frank had made his own play for the job many years earlier—and done 
penance for it. The man who had beat Frank out for the job had promptly exiled him to 
one of the company’s most marginal divisions and left him running it for a good long 
time before letting him come in from the cold. Frank was a survivor, all right, and at this 
point he had real influence. He had seen it all, and he knew where the bodies were 
buried. 

Frank also truly believed that Ed should and would run the company someday. That’s 
why he’d cooked up this understanding with David. He and Ed would throw their weight 
behind his candidacy, and once David got the job, he would grant Frank a seat on the 
board and make Ed president. Heir apparent. 

“So you don’t think David would have got the top job if it weren’t for you guys backing 
him?” Lucy had zeroed in on the key question. 



“We made the difference,” Ed answered, without elaborating. In fact, Frank had made a 
few downright misrepresentations to the board, making the performance of David’s 
division look better than the other guys’. Lucy didn’t need to know that. Ed sipped his 
wine, then studied it; no bouquet, body, or flavor to speak of. Was it Swiss? 

Ed had been wronged before and had felt better than 
this. But David’s rejection cut more deeply. 

“What a tragedy,” Lucy said. Ed glanced quickly at her face for any sign of irony, but it 
was all compassion. “I’m so sorry to hear it.” 

Ed straightened up and looked away. Was it possible he had become an object of pity? A 
sick feeling came over him, and suddenly he wanted to be far away from Lucy. “Right,” 
he said peremptorily. “But hey, I don’t mean to monopolize you. I’m sure—” 

“Wait a minute. He’s supposed to be here, right? Isn’t he on a panel? On corporate social 
responsibility or something?” 

“He was. At the last minute he got hung up in some negotiations. I’m giving his speech 
on Friday.” 

Lucy’s eyebrows rose slightly. “Interesting. You must be tempted to add a few choice 
words of your own.” 

Complex Considerations 

Later that night, Ed crunched across the snow past the Hotel Belvedere, an imposing pile 
installed in the mountain’s side. Passing under a lamppost, he paused and, fishing a 
gloved finger into his coat sleeve, uncovered his watch. He squinted at the swimming 
numbers. He had had little to eat and too much to drink, to top off his jet lag. He 
considered calling Frank for an update but quickly realized that made no sense. The 
business day was just ending, and Frank’s plan had been to reach most of the board 
after hours, at home. In fact, Ed realized, Frank might be on the phone that very 
minute. 

Ed imagined how such a conversation would begin, and a fresh wave of mortification 
came over him. It wasn’t, after all, as simple as betrayal. Ed had been wronged before 
and had felt better than this; that time, he had at least been able to indulge in some 
righteous indignation and had come away feeling superior to his rival. But David’s 
rejection cut more deeply than that. 

For as close as his relationship had become with Frank, Ed had first been David’s 
protégé. At 26, he had been recruited by Carston Waite for his formidable analytical 
skills and had quickly impressed his superiors. David, ten years his senior, had spotted 
him early on, and his work had proved instrumental to some of the biggest deals David 
put together. The two were very different—David was known as a charming salesman, 
Ed as an incisive, if somewhat arrogant, quant, but the chemistry worked. David, Ed 
thought, understood him. In fact, Ed had revealed aspects of himself to David that no 
one else had been privy to before or since. In the aftermath of this or that celebration of 
a closed deal, when enough alcohol had flowed for him to claim misinterpretation, if 
necessary, the next day, Ed had opened up. It had been a heady time. 

Even if the two of them had worked less directly together in recent years—David was 
given a division to run; so was Ed, eventually—Ed retained that sense of connection and 
only occasionally felt pained by it. It was a source of vulnerability, he knew, but in so 
many other respects his work was making him invincible. He had developed selling skills 
of his own, to augment his impressive string of technical innovations. Clients clamored 
for his time and attention. When he was given a division to run, he was just 38—the 
youngest in the firm’s history—yet he managed to engineer the greatest uptick in 
profitability among all the divisions that year. He was golden. And at every turn, David—
with some call or note—had acknowledged the achievement. Approved of it. Even 
admired it. 

And now this. David knew Ed couldn’t cut it. 

Ed became conscious of voices and glanced to his right. The group came past laughing, 
the holograms on their white badges glinting in the lamplight. Ed’s lips brushed against 
the collar of his cashmere coat, damp from the condensation of his breath. How long had 
he been standing here? He tucked his chin down closer against his neck and turned from 
the light, as his face crumpled. 



Error Apparent 

Sitting in a packed room the next afternoon, Ed tried to recall why he had registered for 
this session out of the many that were running concurrently. The topic was timely enough
—corporate governance reform—but the speakers were dull. All were from companies 
that had instituted new practices, yet all seemed loath to talk about the abuses they 
were trying to prevent. Platitude after sanctimonious platitude. He wondered about 
himself: Would I have been so cynical about this a week ago? Or am I still feeling the 
effects of the sleeping pills? 

Ed’s phone vibrated in his breast pocket, and he escaped into the hallway. 

“It’s Frank,” said the voice on the other end. Ed closed his eyes to concentrate over the 
noise of a catering trolley clattering past. “We may be in trouble. David knows about the 
calls I made last night. And he’s calling an emergency board meeting for tonight.” 

Ed’s heart skipped a beat. “Already? Wait a minute, who did you get hold of? What’s the 
consensus?” 

“I don’t know. I needed more time.” Frank sounded defeated. “It doesn’t look good.” 

“When is the board meeting happening tonight?” Ed thought about the time difference. 
“I mean, obviously I want you to call me whenever you get out.” 

“I would,” Frank said. “But I’m not invited.” 

Choice Words 

Ed studied his face in the mirror by the elevator bank as he waited to ride down to 
breakfast. His left eyelid had been twitching intermittently since he woke up, but he 
couldn’t tell if it was perceptible to others. 

He had just emerged from the hotel room he had not left since the day before, since 
right after Frank’s call. It seemed even longer than the 15 hours it had been. The first 
two of them, easily, had been spent in pure rage. On coming through the door, Ed had 
been thirsty and had reached for a mineral water. But moments later, catching sight of 
his face in the mirror, he had hurled the glass bottle at it. What followed was the most 
sustained string of obscenities Ed had ever given voice to. There was nothing he didn’t 
call David Paterno, no outrageous act the man had not committed. 

Later, sitting on the edge of his bed, his hands rubbing his face, he’d remembered Lucy’s 
phrase—“choice words”—with a caustic laugh. You want choice words? How ’bout those? 
And then he’d recalled that she’d been talking about the speech he was to give the next 
morning: “You must be tempted to add a few choice words of your own.” 

He had walked over to the desk and pulled out the remarks the communications VP had 
sent him. “Hypocritical fluff,” he’d concluded, as he’d reread the speech. And then he’d 
reached for his pen. Because, after all, he hadn’t been the only one to tell secrets back 
in those days when he and David were close. How would the Davos crowd react to 
hearing his boss’s real track record on social responsibility? 

The idea might have been a vengeful fantasy at first, but it took on a whole new 
character after Ed, realizing how late the hour had grown, had ordered room service. 
And when he’d gotten the predawn call from Frank, it had fueled the effort anew. 

Frank had been fired, of course. David had accused him of insubordination and gotten 
the rest of the board to agree that Frank’s actions were not compatible with the interests 
of the business and its shareholders. One of Frank’s friends on the board had given him 
the heads-up right after the meeting ended, to spare him the humiliation of being 
escorted out by security the next morning. 

“Apparently, there was nothing said about you specifically,” Frank had offered. 

Ed knew what Frank was doing: allowing him to believe that he might still hang on to his 
own job—and even, as Frank had, continue to advance up the ladder. Suddenly, the old 
man seemed pathetic to Ed. Taken for granted for years and now thrown out, Frank still 
seemed concerned that Carston Waite would lose a valuable employee. 

The elevator bell rang. Stepping through the open doors, Ed looked at his watch. Twenty 
minutes to showtime. A slight queasiness rose in him. But he tucked his speech under 
his arm and hit the button for the lobby. 



 HBR Case Commentary  

 What is Ed about to do?  

 Four commentators offer expert advice.  

Kenneth Eisold is a psychoanalyst and organizational consultant. He teaches at the 
William Alanson White Institute in New York and is president of the International Society 
for the Psychoanalytic Study of Organizations. He can be reached at keneisold@aol.com. 

 Ed Davidson is obviously angry, but underneath that, he’s hurt. He wants to be 
invincible, but he’s actually vulnerable. We see that clearly when he reflects on what has 
happened: Ed concludes that his CEO, David Paterno, thought he couldn’t cut it. That’s 
his own insecurity coming through, and he covers it up with anger and a wish to 
retaliate, rather than admitting he has these self-doubts. 

The vignette with Lucy Keh, Ed’s former classmate, gives us further insight into his 
internal conflicts. He longs to unburden himself, just as early in his career he luxuriated 
in the sympathy and understanding of others during those drunken late nights. But even 
though he recognizes and deeply appreciates Lucy’s loyalty, he is afraid to show his 
neediness to her. 

Throughout the case, Ed reveals his desire to be shepherded along. To some extent, 
that’s perfectly normal; we all have a dependent side. But here, it feels as though Ed has 
not worked through it sufficiently. Ed allows CFO Frank Maugham to intervene on his 
behalf. When Frank proposes a course of action, he goes for it right away. Ed seems to 
feel that he is as good as fired already, but all he has to go on is Frank’s opinion—he’s 
putting too much stock in that. All these are signs of a dependency, of Ed’s inability to 
stand back and make his own assessment. And isn’t it interesting that his mother comes 
into the story? He’s 40, but he’s still in that realm where he is trying to please his 
mother and, I would say, he is still looking for a father. 

Most people experience their siblings, their fathers, 
their mothers, on the job. Everybody has transference; 
the question is, How trapped are they in those patterns? 

One of Freud’s greatest insights had to do with the phenomenon of transference. People 
transfer onto current relationships the conflicts and assumptions generated in childhood 
relationships. They keep assuming that they’re in the same constellation of roles and so 
repeat patterns of behavior. Most people experience their siblings, their fathers, their 
mothers, and so on, on the job. Everybody has transference; the question is, How 
trapped are they in those patterns? 

If I were to speculate about Ed’s childhood, I would guess that he had an adoring mother 
and problems with his father—he was aloof or in some other way unavailable to Ed. 
Those circumstances left Ed with a sort of hunger we see played out in his relationships 
with Frank and David. Obviously, this is a crude assumption based on a few hints, but if 
Ed came to me as a patient I would be probing in that area. To help him be better 
equipped to move beyond these issues, I would try to get at what he was really feeling 
and get him to be more in touch with his underlying insecurity and vulnerability. 

Would I be likely to have that opportunity? You might think that Ed’s unwillingness to 
admit failings would keep him from seeking help. But he looks to others for counsel, and 
he bonds with older men, so it’s not that implausible. If someone Ed trusted said to him, 
“I know someone you should talk to,” he might go along—though he wouldn’t if that 
person said, “Look, you need a shrink.” That, I think, is why executives have coaches, 
not psychiatrists. 

As someone who has served in both capacities, I can report that the conversations are 
the same in a number of respects; the chief difference is that as a coach I focus on work 
relationships more than on personal ones. But it’s more socially acceptable to have a 
coach. People with coaches aren’t admitting weakness. They just need someone to help 
them get to the top of their form. Ed would probably respond well to a coach. 

If Ed’s ever going to be a great leader, he will have to reduce his dependence on the 
opinions of others. Effective leaders aren’t constantly looking around and saying, “What 
will people think?” They need the internal conviction and humility to accept that they 
don’t know all the answers. 

 



Dealing with this setback is a critical test for Ed. If he survives it, he’ll become his own 
man. 

Dee Soder is the founder and managing partner of the CEO Perspective Group, a New 
York–based executive assessment and coaching firm. She can be reached at 
dee@ceoperspective.com. 

 Ed needs to wake up fast! This time, Paterno was right. Frank was a subversive 
subordinate, pushing Ed’s candidacy for his own benefit. Dismissal was appropriate. Ed is 
not ready to be CEO of Carston Waite or any other company. A vengeful, childish speech 
will only confirm this to the leaders at Davos. 

Ed would fail my CEO assessment in two respects. He’s 
not in charge of the situation or himself. More 

important, Ed flunks the ethics test. 

CEO assessments and top executive coaching have been my sole focus for nearly two 
decades. Ed would fail my CEO assessment in two respects. For one, he’s not in charge 
of the situation or himself. Frank’s in charge; Ed’s just being reactive. Protesters distract 
Ed from an important phone call. The limo driver is more in control than he is. Ed’s lack 
of control and confidence are readily observable. The best leaders project a calm 
confidence, regardless of their feelings. One of my favorite clients says about himself, 
“I’m like the duck gliding across the pond. To anyone on the bank, things look serene. 
But under the surface, I’m paddling like mad.” 

More important, Ed flunks the ethics test. While Frank actually lied to the board of 
directors to get Paterno into office, Ed supported the deception. Ed chose badly in an 
unambiguous example of right versus wrong. CEOs make ethical calls on complex 
matters constantly. Paterno isn’t the best role model, but Ed doesn’t recognize his own 
complicity or responsibility. 

One can only hope this will be Ed’s wake-up call. He’ll do some serious soul-searching 
and realize he needs to work on his deficits, starting with his isolationism. Amazingly, he 
was in his room for 15 hours and didn’t talk to anyone, nor did he check online news. He 
didn’t contact Paterno about the governance speech; he didn’t make calls to anyone 
prior to Davos and isn’t talking with anyone now. He’s not getting information from 
anyone. CEOs live on information. Ed needs to be communicating constantly—up, down, 
and sideways. Allies are crucial in a corporation, especially in today’s rapidly changing 
organizations. Ed is naive to rely on just one source, especially one with another agenda. 

If caffeine restores his sanity and precludes his divulging corporate secrets, Ed will have 
to quickly rebuild Paterno’s faith in him. His future at Carston Waite can be restored, but 
it is certainly shaky. If you were Paterno, you would have to question Ed’s loyalty and 
motivations. He switched his allegiance, to Frank, years ago. You were a mentor and 
supporter, but Ed hasn’t maintained contact. You promoted Ed, shared confidences, 
encouraged him to develop his interpersonal skills, and unofficially designated him your 
successor. Now you’ve had to defuse Frank’s lobbying of the board on Ed’s behalf, hold 
an emergency board meeting, and fire Frank. The press is calling, but despite the 
commotion, you haven’t heard from the guy! 

Ed needs to call Paterno ASAP and try to patch up the relationship, plus develop a 
backup plan in case he’s asked to resign or his future remains tainted. When Ed speaks 
to Paterno, he should say something like, “Your speech went well, David, and several 
people sent their regards. I heard you needed to terminate Frank—what happened?” 

Ed’s tone is important, and it should come across as positive and concerned. Whatever 
Paterno says, Ed’s best move is to respond with something like, “Frank was out-of-
bounds. He has always been very positive about you to me, but then again he knows 
how highly I think of you. How disturbing.” 

If Paterno asks Ed if Frank told him what had transpired, Ed should not lie. Instead, he 
should say, “Frank wasn’t making much sense, so I called you.” Paterno’s not likely to 
believe him, but Ed buys time to prove his allegiance. 

Paterno will probably say all the right supportive things, but that shouldn’t lull Ed into 
complacency. He has to improve his contact and relationship with the board as well as 
develop other essential leadership traits. Insecurity and drive ensured that Ed’s work 
performance is stellar, but a job well done doesn’t make him or anyone invincible. These 
trials are frequently the impetus individuals need in order to change. It is a pivotal time 

 



for Ed—either for success or failure. Leaders play the hand they’re dealt—and Ed’s not 
playing this hand well. But he could. 

Jeffrey P. Kahn is the CEO of WorkPsych Associates in New York and a clinical associate 
professor of psychiatry at Weill Medical College of Cornell University, also in Manhattan. 
He is the coeditor of Mental Health and Productivity in the Workplace: A Handbook for 
Organizations and Clinicians (Jossey-Bass/Wiley, 2003). He can be reached at www.
workpsychcorp.com. 

 As Ed Davidson walks onto the stage at Davos, he needs to realize that his problem may 
be more with CFO Frank Maugham than with CEO David Paterno. Ed is a highly capable 
manager who had been the company’s youngest division head. And if Ed didn’t have 
leadership skills, he would not be positioned as David’s heir apparent. In fact, he likely 
would not even be at Davos. Even so, Ed has a reputation as an arrogant quant, and he 
passively allows Frank to try an end run around David to the board. 

Executives need to see situations for what they are, and 
Ed sorely needs a flash of insight before he reaches the 

podium. 

Actually, Ed may yet become CEO one day. All we really hear to the contrary is that 
David is delaying the appointment of a successor. And David may well have good 
reasons to “stay close to the business”; perhaps he canceled his Davos trip because he’s 
negotiating some colossal deal that really will require him to stay close. Ed was David’s 
protégé once, and though they may not have worked together continuously over the 
years, they go back a long time. Moreover, David has consistently acknowledged, even 
admired, Ed’s skills and accomplishments. Ed has always been a bit wary of David, but 
even now there is no clear evidence of hostile competition. 

Since Ed does not know what is actually going on in David’s mind, he may be mistaken 
about what he perceives as David’s betrayal. He has information only from Frank, who 
presents the news in a distinctly pessimistic way. Frank is a manipulative sort, someone 
who gains leverage by knowing where the bodies are buried and by misrepresenting and 
selectively presenting information. Since Frank failed to become the company’s CEO a 
decade earlier, he has tried to achieve surrogate success—first as the kingmaker who 
supported David in his bid to become CEO (while gaining a board seat himself), and now 
as a promoter of Ed’s candidacy. This has allowed Frank a sense of control over the 
company from behind the scenes. In his latest maneuverings, though, he tries to act as 
a de facto CEO and thus gets himself fired. 

While Frank favors Ed on a rational level, he has mixed feelings because of his own 
thwarted ambitions to become CEO. For instance, he may be bitter that Ed is now the 
heir apparent chosen to stand in for David on the world stage. Successful corporations 
clearly thrive on internal competition, but not when hostile or dishonest competitors 
respond to perceived threats by undermining others or the firm. In this case, Frank feels 
threatened by Ed, and so he fuels Ed’s wariness about David. Frank’s actions could 
undermine not only Ed’s relationships but also his performance at Davos. I find that 
these complex kinds of emotional rivalry are common and destructive in far too many 
organizations. 

For instance, I know of a company where a senior executive tried to take credit for a 
talented subordinate’s accomplishments. Happily, this was a good and successful 
organization, and its culture did not permit such behavior. As a result, the subordinate 
felt comfortable speaking up about the situation. Top managers talked with the executive 
to remedy the problem, and they looked to head off recurrences of the issue by 
addressing its underlying causes. 

Good companies try to create a supportive organizational culture for their employees. 
Rather than promote executive coaching, some encourage senior executives to seek 
psychiatric consultation. It wouldn’t be surprising if anxiety or depression contributed to 
Frank’s problematic behavior. Executives need to see situations for what they are, and 
Ed sorely needs a flash of insight before he reaches the podium. Even as he struggles to 
contain his misplaced anger, Ed probably won’t undermine David or himself. The speech 
could be Ed’s opportunity to take a leadership high road that even David would 
appreciate. Ed could make the point that corporate social responsibility outside begins 
with true responsibility inside. That means that corporations must be profitable, well 
governed, concerned about all employees, and have a strong and ethical culture. A 
speech like that might go over well in Davos. And if it led to some forthright 
conversation back in the States, it would help Ed renew his ties to the company’s 

 



directors and CEO. 

Charles M. Elson holds the Edgar S. Woolard, Jr., Chair of Corporate Governance and is 
the director of the John L. Weinberg Center for Corporate Governance at the University 
of Delaware in Newark. He is also “Of Counsel” to the law firm of Holland & Knight in 
Tampa, Florida. He can be reached at elson@lerner.udel.edu. 

 The seeds of Ed’s problem were sown early on, in Carston Waite’s seriously flawed 
approach to CEO succession. What do we know about it? For one thing, it featured a 
three-way horse race. The current CEO, David Paterno, was able to win his position only 
because he could assemble a faction of powerful internal people to back him. In other 
words, it was a political process, not one designed for the good of the business. David’s 
own decision not to name Ed his successor tells us that succession planning at this 
company is driven by the CEO, not the board. That’s just not the way to ensure good 
succession decisions. 

Horse races for the top office are, of course, not uncommon. The most famous one in 
recent history was General Electric’s, to fill Jack Welch’s shoes. That contest produced a 
strong leader, but it was at the expense of Bob Nardelli’s and Jim McNerney’s talents, as 
they both left for greener pastures. The fallout can be even worse, because horse races 
heighten the politics when every attempt should be made to minimize them. And that 
contributes to a broader politicization of the organization. 

If Ed wants to stay, he shouldn’t try to save his job with 
some subversive move. He should give the speech 

unaltered, return home, and concentrate on doing the 
best work he can do. 

It would, of course, be asking too much to demand that politics be eliminated. 
Companies are full of politicians; it’s part of the human condition. But no one could deny 
that the choice of a successor should be made purely on the basis of who will effectively 
generate shareholder returns, not according to who was promised what by whom. I’m a 
firm believer that if you continually remind yourself of an aspiration, it will begin to 
influence the reality. But such aspirations haven’t even occurred to anyone at Carston 
Waite. Not once in the case study is the question of shareholder value raised. And, not 
surprisingly, not one of the characters in it is admirable. 

To deal with the threat of selfish, political behavior in management ranks, investors 
increasingly recognize they must have truly objective boards made up of long-term 
shareholders. Nothing about boards makes them apolitical per se—board members are 
people, too. So, to make good decisions, they must be sure their commitment is to the 
enterprise, not to its current management. Under those circumstances, a CFO like Frank 
Maugham would not be appointed to the board. Here, however, the problem plays out in 
an odd way because Frank is antimanagement. Typically, the danger is that board 
insiders will mimic management too closely. 

All this underscores the importance of having boards manage the succession process. 
(For more on this, see the National Association of Corporate Directors’ 1998 Report of 
the NACD Blue Ribbon Commission on CEO Succession, which persuasively argues the 
point.) But companies that have CEO-dominated boards also traditionally have a CEO-
dominated succession process. 

Does this mean that Ed’s career at Carston Waite is over? Possibly. But if Ed wants to 
stay, he shouldn’t try to save his job with some subversive move. His challenge, instead, 
is to rise above the politics. He should give the speech unaltered, return home, and 
concentrate on doing the best work he can do. 

Lots of people make mistakes, yet they go on to succeed. Ed’s mistake here is playing 
politics. And his way out is to play business. Ed could become a CEO. But if Ed continues 
to value self-preservation or self-promotion over the enterprise, he can kiss his career 
there good-bye.
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 Left on a Mountainside  

 Ed Davidson is at Davos when he hears that his CEO is not naming him 
president. But Ed knows a nasty secret that could ruin the CEO’s reputation
—should he use it to try to salvage his career?

 

 by Julia Kirby  

Julia Kirby is a senior editor at HBR and can be reached at editors@hbsp.harvard.edu.  

 Brilliant sunshine and brittle cold snapped Ed Davidson awake as he emerged from 
Zurich Airport, trailing the limousine driver who moments before had met him at the 
security checkpoint. After being hermetically sealed in a jumbo jet for hours, focused on 
a laptop, some analyst reports, his cluttered tray table—nothing more than a few yards 
away—he shielded his watering eyes. But by the time he reached the car, he was 
grinning broadly. The skier in him rejoiced at the January air and the prospect of six 
days in the Alps. He ducked into the backseat, pushing his briefcase ahead of him. He 
was on his way to Davos. 

Not that he would be skiing much. Other than on the scheduled “sports day” on Sunday, 
participants at the World Economic Forum’s annual conference were facing a packed 
schedule of sessions, receptions, and dinners. Ed pulled out his conference folder and 
glanced over the program again. His attention alternated between the scenery outside 
his window and the people with whom he would soon be mingling. His mother had been 
awed on the phone the evening before, hearing him rattle off name after name familiar 
to her from the news and gossip columns. “Eddie,” she’d said, “this is my dream come 
true for you. I’m pinching myself!” He smiled to recall it, then quickly composed his 
features. Jutting his jaw slightly forward, he reminded himself that these people were no 
more than his peers. Soon enough, anyway. 

Two hours into the drive, a loud crack by Ed’s right ear jolted him from the doze he had 
drifted into. He sat up and turned his head toward the noise, only to be thrown off 
balance as the car accelerated. “Very sorry, sir,” said the driver, catching sight of Ed’s 
surprised expression in the rearview mirror. “Antiglobalization protesters. We are just a 
few minutes from the checkpoint.” Ed turned to stare out the back of the car and saw 
the rock thrower taking aim at another black sedan behind them. Then it occurred to him 
to look forward. Through the windshield he saw the cluster of black-costumed activists 
the driver was hoping to blow past. 

“Let me get this straight.” Lucy peered at Ed. “David 
Paterno promised you this position? And now he’s 

reneging?” 

His phone rang. Annoyed at the start it gave him, Ed rooted his phone out of his 
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briefcase and snapped it open. It was Frank Maugham calling. Normally, this would have 
been welcome. Frank was CFO and a board member at Carston Waite, and he had been 
a mentor to Ed for most of the 14 years since Ed joined the company. It wouldn’t have 
been unusual for Frank to call on some routine matter or just to chat; they had become 
that close. But Ed immediately detected the note of anxiety in Frank’s greeting and knew 
there was something afoot. 

“It’s a setback, I’m afraid,” Frank explained. “David just spoke with me. He asked me to 
let you know you are not going to be named president of Carston Waite.” He paused. “At 
least not yet. He’s planning to make an announcement that he’s not appointing anyone 
for a while.” His voice took on a sardonic tone. “He wants to stay close to the business.” 

Ed’s mind was a blank—the news had hit him almost with the force of a physical blow—
then he gradually became conscious of the heat rising in his cheeks and forehead. His 
hand with the phone in it had slipped down from his ear. He jerked it back up when he 
heard Frank’s voice again, saying, “Are you there?” 

But now the car was caught up in a swirl of agitated humanity. As the car inched 
forward, protesters dressed in outrageous costumes and carrying hand-lettered signs 
pressed toward it, a few getting close enough, despite the efforts of armed Swiss guards, 
to leer disconcertingly into the windows. Ed could hear their chants through the thick 
glass. He looked around wildly, then gripped the phone tighter. “Look, Frank. This is a 
bizarre moment. Can I call you right back? I’m almost at the hotel.” 

“Yes, absolutely. Get settled in. But first, just know that I have a plan,” Frank said. “I’m 
going to call around to the rest of the board members and see if we can’t prevail upon 
David to change his mind.” 

“You really think that could work?” Ed tried to focus. 

“Who could argue with the wisdom of having a succession plan? And who else but you 
could the successor be?” 

The car lurched forward and passed through a gate in a high chain-link fence. The driver 
glanced back and raised his eyebrows expectantly. It was time for Ed to produce his 
passport and conference pass for inspection. “I’ll call you,” Ed said to Frank and shoved 
the phone back into his briefcase. 

Magic Mountain 

Some hours later, realizing he was hungry, Ed quickly shaved, dressed for dinner, and 
found his way to the Kongress Center, where the inaugural reception was already in high 
gear. The room was a sea of gesticulating people, chattering in accented English or no 
English at all. Waiters moved smoothly among them, trays laden with wineglasses and 
hors d’oeuvres, as a full orchestra played Berlioz. Ed spied a row of white-clothed tables 
and began working his way toward it. 

“Edward Davidson! Well, I’ll be damned.” 

Ed looked toward the voice and was amazed to see his old B-school section mate, Lucy 
Keh. Lucy had made her millions in a dot-com that went public, then had gone on to 
found a nonprofit organization. They’d long ago fallen out of touch, but Ed occasionally 
spotted her name in the news. Now she was breaking away from the group she’d been 
talking with and coming toward him, her arms extended for a hug. 

There was no one like Lucy. Back in school, she’d been brilliant, but she was also the one 



who made you feel brilliant. She’d bring homemade brownies to study sessions. She’d 
read Greek dramas—in the original Greek, no less—to unwind. She’d remember your kid 
brother’s name. She was fiercely loyal. 

Almost before he realized what was happening, Ed was outside the ballroom, glass in 
hand, admitting to Lucy how he had that day been betrayed. 

“Let me get this straight.” Lucy peered at Ed. “David Paterno promised you this position? 
And now he’s reneging?” 

Ed filled in the details. A year ago, Carston Waite’s longtime chairman and CEO, Tom 
Tyrakowski, had announced he was leaving, and a three-way contest among internal 
candidates for the spot had moved quickly into high gear. The timing wasn’t ideal, from 
Ed’s standpoint. A few years later and he might have had a fair shot at the job himself. 
As it was, he couldn’t compete, despite his reputation as a rising star. And neither was 
Frank in the running. 

Already 60, Frank had made his own play for the job many years earlier—and done 
penance for it. The man who had beat Frank out for the job had promptly exiled him to 
one of the company’s most marginal divisions and left him running it for a good long 
time before letting him come in from the cold. Frank was a survivor, all right, and at this 
point he had real influence. He had seen it all, and he knew where the bodies were 
buried. 

Frank also truly believed that Ed should and would run the company someday. That’s 
why he’d cooked up this understanding with David. He and Ed would throw their weight 
behind his candidacy, and once David got the job, he would grant Frank a seat on the 
board and make Ed president. Heir apparent. 

“So you don’t think David would have got the top job if it weren’t for you guys backing 
him?” Lucy had zeroed in on the key question. 

“We made the difference,” Ed answered, without elaborating. In fact, Frank had made a 
few downright misrepresentations to the board, making the performance of David’s 
division look better than the other guys’. Lucy didn’t need to know that. Ed sipped his 
wine, then studied it; no bouquet, body, or flavor to speak of. Was it Swiss? 

Ed had been wronged before and had felt better than 
this. But David’s rejection cut more deeply. 

“What a tragedy,” Lucy said. Ed glanced quickly at her face for any sign of irony, but it 
was all compassion. “I’m so sorry to hear it.” 

Ed straightened up and looked away. Was it possible he had become an object of pity? A 
sick feeling came over him, and suddenly he wanted to be far away from Lucy. “Right,” 
he said peremptorily. “But hey, I don’t mean to monopolize you. I’m sure—” 

“Wait a minute. He’s supposed to be here, right? Isn’t he on a panel? On corporate social 
responsibility or something?” 

“He was. At the last minute he got hung up in some negotiations. I’m giving his speech 
on Friday.” 

Lucy’s eyebrows rose slightly. “Interesting. You must be tempted to add a few choice 
words of your own.” 



Complex Considerations 

Later that night, Ed crunched across the snow past the Hotel Belvedere, an imposing pile 
installed in the mountain’s side. Passing under a lamppost, he paused and, fishing a 
gloved finger into his coat sleeve, uncovered his watch. He squinted at the swimming 
numbers. He had had little to eat and too much to drink, to top off his jet lag. He 
considered calling Frank for an update but quickly realized that made no sense. The 
business day was just ending, and Frank’s plan had been to reach most of the board 
after hours, at home. In fact, Ed realized, Frank might be on the phone that very 
minute. 

Ed imagined how such a conversation would begin, and a fresh wave of mortification 
came over him. It wasn’t, after all, as simple as betrayal. Ed had been wronged before 
and had felt better than this; that time, he had at least been able to indulge in some 
righteous indignation and had come away feeling superior to his rival. But David’s 
rejection cut more deeply than that. 

For as close as his relationship had become with Frank, Ed had first been David’s 
protégé. At 26, he had been recruited by Carston Waite for his formidable analytical 
skills and had quickly impressed his superiors. David, ten years his senior, had spotted 
him early on, and his work had proved instrumental to some of the biggest deals David 
put together. The two were very different—David was known as a charming salesman, 
Ed as an incisive, if somewhat arrogant, quant, but the chemistry worked. David, Ed 
thought, understood him. In fact, Ed had revealed aspects of himself to David that no 
one else had been privy to before or since. In the aftermath of this or that celebration of 
a closed deal, when enough alcohol had flowed for him to claim misinterpretation, if 
necessary, the next day, Ed had opened up. It had been a heady time. 

Even if the two of them had worked less directly together in recent years—David was 
given a division to run; so was Ed, eventually—Ed retained that sense of connection and 
only occasionally felt pained by it. It was a source of vulnerability, he knew, but in so 
many other respects his work was making him invincible. He had developed selling skills 
of his own, to augment his impressive string of technical innovations. Clients clamored 
for his time and attention. When he was given a division to run, he was just 38—the 
youngest in the firm’s history—yet he managed to engineer the greatest uptick in 
profitability among all the divisions that year. He was golden. And at every turn, David—
with some call or note—had acknowledged the achievement. Approved of it. Even 
admired it. 

And now this. David knew Ed couldn’t cut it. 

Ed became conscious of voices and glanced to his right. The group came past laughing, 
the holograms on their white badges glinting in the lamplight. Ed’s lips brushed against 
the collar of his cashmere coat, damp from the condensation of his breath. How long had 
he been standing here? He tucked his chin down closer against his neck and turned from 
the light, as his face crumpled. 

Error Apparent 

Sitting in a packed room the next afternoon, Ed tried to recall why he had registered for 
this session out of the many that were running concurrently. The topic was timely enough
—corporate governance reform—but the speakers were dull. All were from companies 
that had instituted new practices, yet all seemed loath to talk about the abuses they 
were trying to prevent. Platitude after sanctimonious platitude. He wondered about 
himself: Would I have been so cynical about this a week ago? Or am I still feeling the 
effects of the sleeping pills? 



Ed’s phone vibrated in his breast pocket, and he escaped into the hallway. 

“It’s Frank,” said the voice on the other end. Ed closed his eyes to concentrate over the 
noise of a catering trolley clattering past. “We may be in trouble. David knows about the 
calls I made last night. And he’s calling an emergency board meeting for tonight.” 

Ed’s heart skipped a beat. “Already? Wait a minute, who did you get hold of? What’s the 
consensus?” 

“I don’t know. I needed more time.” Frank sounded defeated. “It doesn’t look good.” 

“When is the board meeting happening tonight?” Ed thought about the time difference. 
“I mean, obviously I want you to call me whenever you get out.” 

“I would,” Frank said. “But I’m not invited.” 

Choice Words 

Ed studied his face in the mirror by the elevator bank as he waited to ride down to 
breakfast. His left eyelid had been twitching intermittently since he woke up, but he 
couldn’t tell if it was perceptible to others. 

He had just emerged from the hotel room he had not left since the day before, since 
right after Frank’s call. It seemed even longer than the 15 hours it had been. The first 
two of them, easily, had been spent in pure rage. On coming through the door, Ed had 
been thirsty and had reached for a mineral water. But moments later, catching sight of 
his face in the mirror, he had hurled the glass bottle at it. What followed was the most 
sustained string of obscenities Ed had ever given voice to. There was nothing he didn’t 
call David Paterno, no outrageous act the man had not committed. 

Later, sitting on the edge of his bed, his hands rubbing his face, he’d remembered Lucy’s 
phrase—“choice words”—with a caustic laugh. You want choice words? How ’bout those? 
And then he’d recalled that she’d been talking about the speech he was to give the next 
morning: “You must be tempted to add a few choice words of your own.” 

He had walked over to the desk and pulled out the remarks the communications VP had 
sent him. “Hypocritical fluff,” he’d concluded, as he’d reread the speech. And then he’d 
reached for his pen. Because, after all, he hadn’t been the only one to tell secrets back 
in those days when he and David were close. How would the Davos crowd react to 
hearing his boss’s real track record on social responsibility? 

The idea might have been a vengeful fantasy at first, but it took on a whole new 
character after Ed, realizing how late the hour had grown, had ordered room service. 
And when he’d gotten the predawn call from Frank, it had fueled the effort anew. 

Frank had been fired, of course. David had accused him of insubordination and gotten 
the rest of the board to agree that Frank’s actions were not compatible with the interests 
of the business and its shareholders. One of Frank’s friends on the board had given him 
the heads-up right after the meeting ended, to spare him the humiliation of being 
escorted out by security the next morning. 

“Apparently, there was nothing said about you specifically,” Frank had offered. 

Ed knew what Frank was doing: allowing him to believe that he might still hang on to his 
own job—and even, as Frank had, continue to advance up the ladder. Suddenly, the old 
man seemed pathetic to Ed. Taken for granted for years and now thrown out, Frank still 



seemed concerned that Carston Waite would lose a valuable employee. 

The elevator bell rang. Stepping through the open doors, Ed looked at his watch. Twenty 
minutes to showtime. A slight queasiness rose in him. But he tucked his speech under 
his arm and hit the button for the lobby. 

 HBR Case Commentary  

 What is Ed about to do?  

 Four commentators offer expert advice.  

Kenneth Eisold is a psychoanalyst and organizational consultant. He teaches at the 
William Alanson White Institute in New York and is president of the International Society 
for the Psychoanalytic Study of Organizations. He can be reached at keneisold@aol.com. 

 Ed Davidson is obviously angry, but underneath that, he’s hurt. He wants to be 
invincible, but he’s actually vulnerable. We see that clearly when he reflects on what has 
happened: Ed concludes that his CEO, David Paterno, thought he couldn’t cut it. That’s 
his own insecurity coming through, and he covers it up with anger and a wish to 
retaliate, rather than admitting he has these self-doubts. 

The vignette with Lucy Keh, Ed’s former classmate, gives us further insight into his 
internal conflicts. He longs to unburden himself, just as early in his career he luxuriated 
in the sympathy and understanding of others during those drunken late nights. But even 
though he recognizes and deeply appreciates Lucy’s loyalty, he is afraid to show his 
neediness to her. 

Throughout the case, Ed reveals his desire to be shepherded along. To some extent, 
that’s perfectly normal; we all have a dependent side. But here, it feels as though Ed has 
not worked through it sufficiently. Ed allows CFO Frank Maugham to intervene on his 
behalf. When Frank proposes a course of action, he goes for it right away. Ed seems to 
feel that he is as good as fired already, but all he has to go on is Frank’s opinion—he’s 
putting too much stock in that. All these are signs of a dependency, of Ed’s inability to 
stand back and make his own assessment. And isn’t it interesting that his mother comes 
into the story? He’s 40, but he’s still in that realm where he is trying to please his 
mother and, I would say, he is still looking for a father. 

Most people experience their siblings, their fathers, 
their mothers, on the job. Everybody has transference; 
the question is, How trapped are they in those patterns? 

One of Freud’s greatest insights had to do with the phenomenon of transference. People 
transfer onto current relationships the conflicts and assumptions generated in childhood 
relationships. They keep assuming that they’re in the same constellation of roles and so 
repeat patterns of behavior. Most people experience their siblings, their fathers, their 
mothers, and so on, on the job. Everybody has transference; the question is, How 
trapped are they in those patterns? 

If I were to speculate about Ed’s childhood, I would guess that he had an adoring mother 
and problems with his father—he was aloof or in some other way unavailable to Ed. 
Those circumstances left Ed with a sort of hunger we see played out in his relationships 
with Frank and David. Obviously, this is a crude assumption based on a few hints, but if 

 



Ed came to me as a patient I would be probing in that area. To help him be better 
equipped to move beyond these issues, I would try to get at what he was really feeling 
and get him to be more in touch with his underlying insecurity and vulnerability. 

Would I be likely to have that opportunity? You might think that Ed’s unwillingness to 
admit failings would keep him from seeking help. But he looks to others for counsel, and 
he bonds with older men, so it’s not that implausible. If someone Ed trusted said to him, 
“I know someone you should talk to,” he might go along—though he wouldn’t if that 
person said, “Look, you need a shrink.” That, I think, is why executives have coaches, 
not psychiatrists. 

As someone who has served in both capacities, I can report that the conversations are 
the same in a number of respects; the chief difference is that as a coach I focus on work 
relationships more than on personal ones. But it’s more socially acceptable to have a 
coach. People with coaches aren’t admitting weakness. They just need someone to help 
them get to the top of their form. Ed would probably respond well to a coach. 

If Ed’s ever going to be a great leader, he will have to reduce his dependence on the 
opinions of others. Effective leaders aren’t constantly looking around and saying, “What 
will people think?” They need the internal conviction and humility to accept that they 
don’t know all the answers. 

Dealing with this setback is a critical test for Ed. If he survives it, he’ll become his own 
man. 

Dee Soder is the founder and managing partner of the CEO Perspective Group, a New 
York–based executive assessment and coaching firm. She can be reached at 
dee@ceoperspective.com. 

 Ed needs to wake up fast! This time, Paterno was right. Frank was a subversive 
subordinate, pushing Ed’s candidacy for his own benefit. Dismissal was appropriate. Ed is 
not ready to be CEO of Carston Waite or any other company. A vengeful, childish speech 
will only confirm this to the leaders at Davos. 

Ed would fail my CEO assessment in two respects. He’s 
not in charge of the situation or himself. More 

important, Ed flunks the ethics test. 

CEO assessments and top executive coaching have been my sole focus for nearly two 
decades. Ed would fail my CEO assessment in two respects. For one, he’s not in charge 
of the situation or himself. Frank’s in charge; Ed’s just being reactive. Protesters distract 
Ed from an important phone call. The limo driver is more in control than he is. Ed’s lack 
of control and confidence are readily observable. The best leaders project a calm 
confidence, regardless of their feelings. One of my favorite clients says about himself, 
“I’m like the duck gliding across the pond. To anyone on the bank, things look serene. 
But under the surface, I’m paddling like mad.” 

More important, Ed flunks the ethics test. While Frank actually lied to the board of 
directors to get Paterno into office, Ed supported the deception. Ed chose badly in an 
unambiguous example of right versus wrong. CEOs make ethical calls on complex 
matters constantly. Paterno isn’t the best role model, but Ed doesn’t recognize his own 
complicity or responsibility. 

One can only hope this will be Ed’s wake-up call. He’ll do some serious soul-searching 

 



and realize he needs to work on his deficits, starting with his isolationism. Amazingly, he 
was in his room for 15 hours and didn’t talk to anyone, nor did he check online news. He 
didn’t contact Paterno about the governance speech; he didn’t make calls to anyone 
prior to Davos and isn’t talking with anyone now. He’s not getting information from 
anyone. CEOs live on information. Ed needs to be communicating constantly—up, down, 
and sideways. Allies are crucial in a corporation, especially in today’s rapidly changing 
organizations. Ed is naive to rely on just one source, especially one with another agenda. 

If caffeine restores his sanity and precludes his divulging corporate secrets, Ed will have 
to quickly rebuild Paterno’s faith in him. His future at Carston Waite can be restored, but 
it is certainly shaky. If you were Paterno, you would have to question Ed’s loyalty and 
motivations. He switched his allegiance, to Frank, years ago. You were a mentor and 
supporter, but Ed hasn’t maintained contact. You promoted Ed, shared confidences, 
encouraged him to develop his interpersonal skills, and unofficially designated him your 
successor. Now you’ve had to defuse Frank’s lobbying of the board on Ed’s behalf, hold 
an emergency board meeting, and fire Frank. The press is calling, but despite the 
commotion, you haven’t heard from the guy! 

Ed needs to call Paterno ASAP and try to patch up the relationship, plus develop a 
backup plan in case he’s asked to resign or his future remains tainted. When Ed speaks 
to Paterno, he should say something like, “Your speech went well, David, and several 
people sent their regards. I heard you needed to terminate Frank—what happened?” 

Ed’s tone is important, and it should come across as positive and concerned. Whatever 
Paterno says, Ed’s best move is to respond with something like, “Frank was out-of-
bounds. He has always been very positive about you to me, but then again he knows 
how highly I think of you. How disturbing.” 

If Paterno asks Ed if Frank told him what had transpired, Ed should not lie. Instead, he 
should say, “Frank wasn’t making much sense, so I called you.” Paterno’s not likely to 
believe him, but Ed buys time to prove his allegiance. 

Paterno will probably say all the right supportive things, but that shouldn’t lull Ed into 
complacency. He has to improve his contact and relationship with the board as well as 
develop other essential leadership traits. Insecurity and drive ensured that Ed’s work 
performance is stellar, but a job well done doesn’t make him or anyone invincible. These 
trials are frequently the impetus individuals need in order to change. It is a pivotal time 
for Ed—either for success or failure. Leaders play the hand they’re dealt—and Ed’s not 
playing this hand well. But he could. 

Jeffrey P. Kahn is the CEO of WorkPsych Associates in New York and a clinical associate 
professor of psychiatry at Weill Medical College of Cornell University, also in Manhattan. 
He is the coeditor of Mental Health and Productivity in the Workplace: A Handbook for 
Organizations and Clinicians (Jossey-Bass/Wiley, 2003). He can be reached at www.
workpsychcorp.com. 



 As Ed Davidson walks onto the stage at Davos, he needs to realize that his problem may 
be more with CFO Frank Maugham than with CEO David Paterno. Ed is a highly capable 
manager who had been the company’s youngest division head. And if Ed didn’t have 
leadership skills, he would not be positioned as David’s heir apparent. In fact, he likely 
would not even be at Davos. Even so, Ed has a reputation as an arrogant quant, and he 
passively allows Frank to try an end run around David to the board. 

Executives need to see situations for what they are, and 
Ed sorely needs a flash of insight before he reaches the 

podium. 

Actually, Ed may yet become CEO one day. All we really hear to the contrary is that 
David is delaying the appointment of a successor. And David may well have good 
reasons to “stay close to the business”; perhaps he canceled his Davos trip because he’s 
negotiating some colossal deal that really will require him to stay close. Ed was David’s 
protégé once, and though they may not have worked together continuously over the 
years, they go back a long time. Moreover, David has consistently acknowledged, even 
admired, Ed’s skills and accomplishments. Ed has always been a bit wary of David, but 
even now there is no clear evidence of hostile competition. 

Since Ed does not know what is actually going on in David’s mind, he may be mistaken 
about what he perceives as David’s betrayal. He has information only from Frank, who 
presents the news in a distinctly pessimistic way. Frank is a manipulative sort, someone 
who gains leverage by knowing where the bodies are buried and by misrepresenting and 
selectively presenting information. Since Frank failed to become the company’s CEO a 
decade earlier, he has tried to achieve surrogate success—first as the kingmaker who 
supported David in his bid to become CEO (while gaining a board seat himself), and now 
as a promoter of Ed’s candidacy. This has allowed Frank a sense of control over the 
company from behind the scenes. In his latest maneuverings, though, he tries to act as 
a de facto CEO and thus gets himself fired. 

While Frank favors Ed on a rational level, he has mixed feelings because of his own 
thwarted ambitions to become CEO. For instance, he may be bitter that Ed is now the 
heir apparent chosen to stand in for David on the world stage. Successful corporations 
clearly thrive on internal competition, but not when hostile or dishonest competitors 
respond to perceived threats by undermining others or the firm. In this case, Frank feels 
threatened by Ed, and so he fuels Ed’s wariness about David. Frank’s actions could 
undermine not only Ed’s relationships but also his performance at Davos. I find that 
these complex kinds of emotional rivalry are common and destructive in far too many 
organizations. 

For instance, I know of a company where a senior executive tried to take credit for a 
talented subordinate’s accomplishments. Happily, this was a good and successful 
organization, and its culture did not permit such behavior. As a result, the subordinate 
felt comfortable speaking up about the situation. Top managers talked with the executive 
to remedy the problem, and they looked to head off recurrences of the issue by 
addressing its underlying causes. 

Good companies try to create a supportive organizational culture for their employees. 
Rather than promote executive coaching, some encourage senior executives to seek 
psychiatric consultation. It wouldn’t be surprising if anxiety or depression contributed to 
Frank’s problematic behavior. Executives need to see situations for what they are, and 
Ed sorely needs a flash of insight before he reaches the podium. Even as he struggles to 
contain his misplaced anger, Ed probably won’t undermine David or himself. The speech 
could be Ed’s opportunity to take a leadership high road that even David would 

 



appreciate. Ed could make the point that corporate social responsibility outside begins 
with true responsibility inside. That means that corporations must be profitable, well 
governed, concerned about all employees, and have a strong and ethical culture. A 
speech like that might go over well in Davos. And if it led to some forthright 
conversation back in the States, it would help Ed renew his ties to the company’s 
directors and CEO. 

Charles M. Elson holds the Edgar S. Woolard, Jr., Chair of Corporate Governance and is 
the director of the John L. Weinberg Center for Corporate Governance at the University 
of Delaware in Newark. He is also “Of Counsel” to the law firm of Holland & Knight in 
Tampa, Florida. He can be reached at elson@lerner.udel.edu. 

 The seeds of Ed’s problem were sown early on, in Carston Waite’s seriously flawed 
approach to CEO succession. What do we know about it? For one thing, it featured a 
three-way horse race. The current CEO, David Paterno, was able to win his position only 
because he could assemble a faction of powerful internal people to back him. In other 
words, it was a political process, not one designed for the good of the business. David’s 
own decision not to name Ed his successor tells us that succession planning at this 
company is driven by the CEO, not the board. That’s just not the way to ensure good 
succession decisions. 

Horse races for the top office are, of course, not uncommon. The most famous one in 
recent history was General Electric’s, to fill Jack Welch’s shoes. That contest produced a 
strong leader, but it was at the expense of Bob Nardelli’s and Jim McNerney’s talents, as 
they both left for greener pastures. The fallout can be even worse, because horse races 
heighten the politics when every attempt should be made to minimize them. And that 
contributes to a broader politicization of the organization. 

If Ed wants to stay, he shouldn’t try to save his job with 
some subversive move. He should give the speech 

unaltered, return home, and concentrate on doing the 
best work he can do. 

It would, of course, be asking too much to demand that politics be eliminated. 
Companies are full of politicians; it’s part of the human condition. But no one could deny 
that the choice of a successor should be made purely on the basis of who will effectively 
generate shareholder returns, not according to who was promised what by whom. I’m a 
firm believer that if you continually remind yourself of an aspiration, it will begin to 
influence the reality. But such aspirations haven’t even occurred to anyone at Carston 
Waite. Not once in the case study is the question of shareholder value raised. And, not 
surprisingly, not one of the characters in it is admirable. 

To deal with the threat of selfish, political behavior in management ranks, investors 
increasingly recognize they must have truly objective boards made up of long-term 
shareholders. Nothing about boards makes them apolitical per se—board members are 
people, too. So, to make good decisions, they must be sure their commitment is to the 
enterprise, not to its current management. Under those circumstances, a CFO like Frank 
Maugham would not be appointed to the board. Here, however, the problem plays out in 
an odd way because Frank is antimanagement. Typically, the danger is that board 
insiders will mimic management too closely. 

All this underscores the importance of having boards manage the succession process. 
(For more on this, see the National Association of Corporate Directors’ 1998 Report of 
the NACD Blue Ribbon Commission on CEO Succession, which persuasively argues the 

 



point.) But companies that have CEO-dominated boards also traditionally have a CEO-
dominated succession process. 

Does this mean that Ed’s career at Carston Waite is over? Possibly. But if Ed wants to 
stay, he shouldn’t try to save his job with some subversive move. His challenge, instead, 
is to rise above the politics. He should give the speech unaltered, return home, and 
concentrate on doing the best work he can do. 

Lots of people make mistakes, yet they go on to succeed. Ed’s mistake here is playing 
politics. And his way out is to play business. Ed could become a CEO. But if Ed continues 
to value self-preservation or self-promotion over the enterprise, he can kiss his career 
there good-bye.
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 Leading by Feel  

 Empathy, intuition, and self-awareness are essential to good leadership, 
but they can be tricky to hone and dangerous to use. Eighteen leaders and 
scholars explore how to manage emotional intelligence.

 

Like it or not, leaders need to manage the mood of their organizations. The most gifted 
leaders accomplish that by using a mysterious blend of psychological abilities known as 
emotional intelligence. They’re self-aware and empathetic. They can read and regulate 
their own emotions while intuitively grasping how others feel and gauging their 
organization’s emotional state. 

But where does emotional intelligence come from? And how do leaders learn to use it? 
The management literature (and even common sense) suggests that both nature and 
nurture feed emotional intelligence. Part genetic predisposition, part life experience, and 
part old-fashioned training, emotional intelligence emerges in varying degrees from one 
leader to the next, and managers apply it with varying skill. Wisely and compassionately 
deployed, emotional intelligence spurs leaders, their people, and their organizations to 
superior performance; naively or maliciously applied, it can paralyze leaders or allow 
them to manipulate followers for personal gain. 

We invited 18 leaders and scholars (including business executives, leadership 
researchers, psychologists, a neurologist, a cult expert, and a symphony conductor) to 
explore the nature and management of emotional intelligence—its sources, uses, and 
abuses. Their responses differed dramatically, but there were some common themes: 
the importance of consciously—and conscientiously—honing one’s skills, the double-
edged nature of self-awareness, and the danger of letting any one emotional intelligence 
skill dominate. 

 Be Realistic 

John D. Mayer (jack.mayer@unh.edu) is a professor of psychology at the University of 
New Hampshire. He and Yale psychology professor Peter Salovey are credited with first 
defining the concept of emotional intelligence in the early 1990s. 

This is a time of growing realism about emotional intelligence—especially concerning 
what it is and what it isn’t. The books and articles that have helped popularize the 
concept have defined it as a loose collection of personality traits, such as self-awareness, 
optimism, and tolerance. These popular definitions have been accompanied by 
exaggerated claims about the importance of emotional intelligence. But diverse 
personality traits, however admirable, don’t necessarily add up to a single definition of 
emotional intelligence. In fact, such traits are difficult to collectively evaluate in a way 
that reveals their relationship to success in business and in life. 

Even when they’re viewed in isolation, the characteristics commonly associated with 
emotional intelligence and success may be more complicated than they seem. For 
example, the scientific jury is out on how important self-awareness is to successful 
leadership. In fact, too much self-awareness can reduce self-esteem, which is often a 
crucial component of great leadership. 

From a scientific (rather than a popular) standpoint, emotional intelligence is the ability 
to accurately perceive your own and others’ emotions; to understand the signals that 
emotions send about relationships; and to manage your own and others’ emotions. It 
doesn’t necessarily include the qualities (like optimism, initiative, and self-confidence) 
that some popular definitions ascribe to it. 

Researchers have used performance tests to measure people’s accuracy at identifying 
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and understanding emotions—for example, asking them to identify the emotions 
conveyed by a face or which among several situations is most likely to bring about 
happiness. People who get high scores on these tests are indeed different from others. 
In the business world, they appear better able to deal with customers’ complaints or to 
mediate disputes, and they may excel at making strong and positive personal 
connections with subordinates and customers over the long term. Of course, emotional 
intelligence isn’t the only way to attain success as a leader: A brilliant strategist who can 
maximize profits may be able to hire and keep talented employees even if he or she 
doesn’t have strong personal connections with them. 

Is there value in scales that, based on popular conceptions, measure qualities like 
optimism and self-confidence but label them emotional intelligence? Certainly these 
personality traits are important in business, so measuring and (sometimes) enhancing 
them can be useful. But recent research makes it clear that these characteristics are 
distinct from emotional intelligence as it is scientifically defined. A person high in 
emotional intelligence may be realistic rather than optimistic and insecure rather than 
confident. Conversely, a person may be highly self-confident and optimistic but lack 
emotional intelligence. The danger lies in assuming that because a person is optimistic or 
confident, he or she is also emotionally intelligent, when, in fact, the presence of those 
traits will tell you nothing of the sort. 

Never Stop Learning 

Daniel Goleman is the cochair of the Consortium for Research on Emotional Intelligence 
in Organizations based at Rutgers University’s Graduate School of Applied and 
Professional Psychology in Piscataway, New Jersey. 

You can be a successful leader without much emotional intelligence if you’re extremely 
lucky and you’ve got everything else going for you: booming markets, bumbling 
competitors, and clueless higher-ups. If you’re incredibly smart, you can cover for an 
absence of emotional intelligence until things get tough for the business. But at that 
point, you won’t have built up the social capital needed to pull the best out of people 
under tremendous pressure. The art of sustained leadership is getting others to produce 
superior work, and high IQ alone is insufficient to that task. 

The good news is that emotional intelligence can be learned and improved at any age. In 
fact, data show that, on average, people’s emotional intelligence tends to increase as 
they age. But the specific leadership competencies that are based on emotional 
intelligence don’t necessarily come through life experience. For example, one of the most 
common complaints I hear about leaders, particularly newly promoted ones, is that they 
lack empathy. The problem is that they were promoted because they were outstanding 
individual performers, and being a solo achiever doesn’t teach you the skills necessary to 
understand other people’s concerns. 

Leaders who are motivated to improve their emotional intelligence can do so if they’re 
given the right information, guidance, and support. The information they need is a 
candid assessment of their strengths and limitations from people who know them well 
and whose opinions they trust. The guidance they need is a specific developmental plan 
that uses naturally occurring workplace encounters as the laboratory for learning. The 
support they need is someone to talk to as they practice how to handle different 
situations, what to do when they’ve blown it, and how to learn from those setbacks. If 
leaders cultivate these resources and practice continually, they can develop specific 
emotional intelligence skills—skills that will last for years. 

Watch the Language 

Colleen Barrett is the president and COO of Dallas-based Southwest Airlines. 

I’ve always felt that my intuition was pretty darn good, and I think I can read people 
well. I rely a ton on my gut. I know the mood of our different work groups. I know the 
expectations of our employees. I think people are generally born with a predisposition 
for this type of emotional awareness. But I certainly believe you can enhance your ability 
just from experience and learning. I’ve probably gotten better at it over the years 
because I read and listen to everything, and I’m constantly observing. I watch body 
language and how people interact. 

The other day, I was talking to one of our officers, and he said, “How do you do that?” 
and I said, “How do I do what?” He was referring to a meeting we’d both been at earlier. 
I’d asked one of the presenters at the meeting, a fellow who reported to this officer, if he 
was feeling OK. The officer thought the employee was fine, but, it turns out, the poor 
guy had had a pretty traumatic experience in his personal life the night before. His 



presentation went well, but he seemed off to me, distracted. I suppose in order to have 
seen that, I must have been fairly attuned to what this fellow’s presentations were 
usually like. 

I often communicate on a passionate, emotional level—which can be a detriment, 
particularly for a woman in a predominantly male leadership group, as ours was for 
many years. There were times when I’d launch in on an issue and make gut-level 
assertions like, “Our customers feel this,” and “Our employees feel that.” Though 
everyone in the group would probably deny it, I know that part of their reaction to my 
outbursts was, “Oh, that’s just Colleen, and she’s on a tangent,” and they would tend to 
disregard what I was saying. I’ve learned to rely on calmer people around me to give me 
those raised eyebrows that say, “Lower the passion a little bit, and people will listen 
more.” When I’m making my arguments, I have to really prepare and try to be—and this 
is very difficult for me—factual and dispassionate. 

I rely on calmer people around me to give me those 
raised eyebrows that say, “Lower the passion a little 

bit.” 

Build Pathways 

Steven Gutstein (gutstein@connectionscenter.com) is a psychologist, autism expert, 
and codirector of Connections Center for Family and Personal Development in Houston. 

I work with autistic children, a population typically defined by its lack of emotional 
intelligence. People with autism can’t connect—indeed, they aren’t really interested in 
connecting emotionally with others. Traditionally, the therapeutic approach with these 
kids has been to teach them to fake it. They are urged to make eye contact with others, 
to repress whatever distracting behaviors they may have, and to use social scripts. Many 
of these therapies have the appearance of being successful. People with autism do learn 
the scripts, and some even blend in. 

The problem is, faking it never ceases to be work. So as autistic children become adults, 
they stop putting on the show. Among adults with Asperger’s syndrome (a form of 
autism marked by average or above-average IQ), fewer than 12% hold jobs. Only 3% 
leave home. These findings make the case profoundly that one gets only so far on IQ. 
People need to connect emotionally, and with flexibility, in order to succeed. These 
findings also demonstrate that traditional therapies have not been successful at 
improving quality of life for autistic people. 

My approach to teaching emotional intelligence skills to children with autism, which I call 
“relationship development intervention” (RDI), takes a different tack. It begins with a 
belief that people with autism can be taught to value relationships, to seek out 
interactions that are not merely transactional (“I will deal with you because there is 
something I want from you”) but where the whole point is to enjoy the shared 
experience. Nonautistic people begin to have these kinds of relationships early in life; at 
about ten months, most babies start developing the capacity for social referencing, the 
appreciation that my actions should take into account your emotions. We now know from 
neuroimaging that at this stage some critical neural pathways are being laid down 
among all the structures in the limbic system, which regulates emotion and motivation. 
Autistic children typically don’t develop those pathways. 

If people with autism can learn emotional intelligence, 
anyone can. 

But with RDI, which uses cognitive exercises and activities to motivate the children to 
learn specific behaviors rather than social scripts, I think we can create the neurological 
traffic to establish those pathways. Mind you, we are not curing autism. But we are 
teaching emotional intelligence. If people with autism can learn emotional intelligence, 
anyone can. 

Get Motivated 

Richard Boyatzis (reb2@cwru.edu) is a professor and the chair of the department of 
organizational behavior at Case Western Reserve University’s Weatherhead School of 
Management in Cleveland. 

People can develop their emotional intelligence if they really want to. But many 
managers jump to the conclusion that their complement of emotional intelligence is 
predetermined. They think, “I could never be good at this, so why bother?” The central 



issue isn’t a lack of ability to change; it’s the lack of motivation to change. 

Leadership development is not all that different from other areas in which people are 
trying to change their behaviors. Just look at the treatments for alcoholism, drug 
addiction, and weight loss: They all require the desire to change. More subtly, they all 
require a positive, rather than a negative, motivation. You have to want to change. If 
you think you’ll lose your job because you’re not adequately tuned in to your employees, 
you might become determinedly empathetic or compassionate for a time. But change 
driven by fear or avoidance probably isn’t going to last. Change driven by hopes and 
aspirations, that’s pursued because it’s desired, will be more enduring. 

There’s no such thing as having too much emotional intelligence. But there is a danger in 
being preoccupied with, or overusing, one aspect of it. For example, if you 
overemphasize the emotional intelligence competencies of initiative or achievement, 
you’ll always be changing things at your company. Nobody would know what you were 
going to do next, which would be quite destabilizing for the organization. If you overuse 
empathy, you might never fire anybody. If you overuse teamwork, you might never 
build diversity or listen to a lone voice. Balance is essential. 

Train the Gifted 

Elkhonon Goldberg (egneurocog@aol.com) is a clinical professor of neurology at New 
York University School of Medicine and the director of the Institute of Neuropsychology 
and Cognitive Performance in New York. 

In the past, neuropsychologists were mostly concerned with cognitive impairment. 
Today, they are increasingly interested in the biological underpinnings of cognitive 
differences in people without impairments—including differences in people’s emotional 
intelligence. 

Emotional intelligence can be learned, to a degree. It’s like mathematical or musical 
ability. Can you become a musician if you lack natural aptitude? Yes, you can, if you take 
lessons and practice enough. But will you ever be a Mozart? Probably not. In the same 
way, emotional intelligence develops through a combination of biological endowment and 
training. And people who don’t have that endowment probably won’t become deeply 
emotionally intelligent just through training. Trying to drum emotional intelligence into 
someone with no aptitude for it is an exercise in futility. I believe the best way to get 
emotionally intelligent leaders is to select for people who already show the basic qualities 
you want. Think about it: That’s how athletic coaches operate. They don’t just work with 
anyone who wants to play a sport; they train the naturally gifted. Business managers 
should do the same. 

How do you identify the naturally gifted? I’d say you have to look for those with a 
genuine, instinctive interest in other people’s experiences and mental worlds. It’s an 
absolute prerequisite for developing emotional intelligence. If a manager lacks this 
interest, maybe your training resources are better directed elsewhere. 

Seek Frank Feedback 

Andrea Jung is the chair and CEO of Avon Products, which is based in New York. 

Emotional intelligence is in our DNA here at Avon because relationships are critical at 
every stage of our business. It starts with the relationships our 4.5 million independent 
sales reps have with their customers and goes right up through senior management to 
my office. So the emphasis on emotional intelligence is much greater here than it was at 
other companies in which I’ve worked. We incorporate emotional intelligence education 
into our development training for senior managers, and we factor in emotional 
intelligence competencies when we evaluate employees’ performance. 

Of all a leader’s competencies, emotional and otherwise, self-awareness is the most 
important. Without it, you can’t identify the impact you have on others. Self-awareness 
is very important for me as CEO. At my level, few people are willing to tell me the things 
that are hardest to hear. We have a CEO advisory counsel—ten people chosen each year 
from Avon offices throughout the world—and they tell me the good, the bad, and the 
ugly about the company. Anything can be said. It helps keep me connected to what 
people really think and how my actions affect them. I also rely on my children for honest 
appraisals. You can get a huge dose of reality by seeing yourself through your children’s 
eyes, noticing the ways they react to and reflect what you say and do. My kids are part 
of my 360-degree feedback. They’re the most honest of all. 



My kids are part of my 360-degree feedback. They’re 
the most honest of all. 

I grew up in a very traditional Chinese family. My parents were concerned that the way 
I’d been raised—submissive, caring, and averse to conflict—would hinder my ability to 
succeed in the Fortune 500 environment. They were afraid I couldn’t make the tough 
decisions. But I’ve learned how to be empathetic and still make hard decisions that are 
right for the company. These are not incompatible abilities. When Avon has had to close 
plants, for example, I’ve tried to act with compassion for the people involved. And I’ve 
gotten letters from some of the associates who were affected, expressing sadness but 
also saying thanks for the fair treatment. Leaders’ use of emotional intelligence when 
making tough decisions is important to their success—and to the success of their 
organizations. 

Gauge Your Awareness 

Howard Book (hbwork@netsurf.net) is an associate professor in the department of 
psychiatry at the University of Toronto and an organizational consultant. 

Self-awareness is the key emotional intelligence skill behind good leadership. It’s often 
thought of as the ability to know how you’re feeling and why, and the impact your 
feelings have on your behavior. But it also involves a capacity to monitor and control 
those strong but subliminal biases that all of us harbor and that can skew our decision 
making. 

Consider, for example, a vice president who complained to me recently about his new 
hire, the head of sales. He found her to be unassertive, indecisive, unsure—hardly 
leadership material. When I talked to her, however, it turned out she felt her boss was 
sabotaging her career. The vice president had been hired only five months before she 
had, and he was oblivious to how his anxiety to please the CEO was causing him to 
micromanage. In doing so, the VP was undercutting the sales director’s independence 
and confidence. His lack of self-awareness directly impaired her performance. 

Whereas cognitive intelligence is fixed by about the age 
of ten, emotional intelligence increases with age. 

Experience and literature on the subject suggest that while both nature and nurture 
influence emotional intelligence, nurture is the more important factor. Indeed, this 
emphasis on environment is one of the hallmarks that differentiates emotional 
intelligence from cognitive intelligence, or IQ. Whereas cognitive intelligence is fixed by 
about the age of ten, emotional intelligence increases with age. So you can actually learn 
emotional intelligence skills like self-awareness. One simple way to measure your self-
awareness is to ask a trusted friend or colleague to draw up a list of your strengths and 
weaknesses while you do the same. It can be an uncomfortable exercise, but the bigger 
the gap between your list and your helper’s, the more work you probably have to do. 

Sniff Out Signals 

Robert Goffee (rgoffee@london.edu) is a professor of organizational behavior at London 
Business School and a cofounder of Creative Management Associates, an organizational 
consulting firm in London. 

You need some degree of emotional intelligence to be an effective leader, but you do see 
some one-hit wonders out there—people who have limited emotional intelligence but can 
still excite a particular group. The problem is, they can’t transfer their success to another 
organization. They got lucky and landed in a situation in which their passions happened 
to connect with the organization’s passions, but they probably wouldn’t be able to 
replicate that at another company. By contrast, true leaders can connect with different 
groups of people in a variety of contexts. 

To some extent, these one-hit wonders can learn how to be emotionally intelligent. One 
component of emotional intelligence is “situation sensing”—the ability to sniff out the 
signals in an environment and figure out what’s going on without being told. You can 
develop this skill through jobs in which you’re exposed to a wide range of people and 
have a motive for watching their reactions. For instance, Roche CEO Franz Humer is 
highly skilled at detecting subtle cues and underlying shifts of opinion. Humer told me 
and my colleague Gareth Jones that he developed the skill while working as a tour guide 
in his mid-twenties. Because he relied solely on tips for his pay, Humer quickly learned 
how to size up a group of as many as 100 people and figure out who was likely to give 
him a tip. That way, he’d know where to focus his attention. (For more on this example, 



see “Why Should Anyone Be Led By You?” HBR September–October 2000.) 

If these skills are developed disproportionately, they 
can interfere with your relationships. 

I’d caution against overemphasizing any one aspect of emotional intelligence; if these 
skills are developed disproportionately, they can interfere with your relationships. If 
you’re extremely self-aware but short on empathy, you might come off as self-obsessed. 
If you’re excessively empathetic, you risk being too hard to read. If you’re great at self-
management but not very transparent, you might seem inauthentic. Finally, at times 
leaders have to deliberately avoid getting too close to the troops in order to ensure that 
they’re seeing the bigger picture. Emotionally intelligent leaders know when to rein it in. 

Engage Your Demons 

David Gergen directs the Center for Public Leadership at Harvard University’s John F. 
Kennedy School of Government in Cambridge, Massachusetts. He served as an adviser 
to presidents Nixon, Ford, Reagan, and Clinton. 

American history suggests not only that emotional intelligence is an indispensable 
ingredient of political leadership but also that it can be enhanced through sustained 
effort. George Washington had to work hard to control his fiery temper before he 
became a role model for the republic, and Abraham Lincoln had to overcome deep 
melancholia to display the brave and warm countenance that made him a magnet for 
others. Franklin Delano Roosevelt provides an even more graphic example: In his early 
adult years, FDR seemed carefree and condescending. Then, at 39, he was stricken with 
polio. By most accounts, he transformed himself over the next seven years of struggle 
into a leader of empathy, patience, and keen self-awareness. 

Richard Nixon thought he might transform himself through his own years in the 
wilderness, and he did make progress. But he could never fully control his demons, and 
they eventually brought him down. Bill Clinton, too, has struggled for self-mastery and 
has made progress, but he could not fully close the cracks in his character, and he paid a 
stiff price. Not all people succeed, then, in achieving self-awareness and self-control. 
What we have been told since the time of the Greeks is that every leader must try to 
control his own passions before he can hope to command the passions of others. 

Best-selling author Rabbi Harold Kushner argues persuasively that the elements of 
selfishness and aggression that are in most of us—and our struggles to overcome them—
are exactly what make for better leadership. In Living a Life That Matters, Kushner 
writes of the personal torments of leaders from Jacob, who wrestled all night with an 
angel, to Martin Luther King, Jr., who tried to cleanse himself of weakness even as he 
cleansed the nation’s soul. “Good people do bad things,” Kushner concludes, “If they 
weren’t mightily tempted by their yetzer ha’ra [will to do evil], they might not be capable 
of the mightily good things they do.” 

Let Your Guard Down 

Sidney Harman (sharman@harman.com) is the executive chairman and founder of 
Harman International Industries in Washington, DC. 

Eight years ago, we acquired Becker Radio (now Harman/Becker) to help us develop the 
dashboard navigation and media systems that are now the major part of our business. 
In a meeting at Becker, several of the engineers there argued that the only way for us to 
take the lead in the emerging field of “infotainment” was to abandon tried-and-true 
analog systems and design and build totally new digital systems—a very risky 
proposition for our company. 

Back home, I sat down with our key executives to talk about this disruptive idea. I went 
into the meeting with only a rough notion of how we should proceed. There was clearly 
anxiety and skepticism in the group, concern that we would be betting the company if 
we went digital. I realized that to provoke the creative thinking we needed, I would have 
to let my guard down and be willing to embarrass myself by floating unformed—and 
even uninformed—ideas. I assured the group that anything we said in the meeting 
stayed with us. Our discussion went on for six or seven hours. By opening up to my 
colleagues, and by encouraging them to think freely and improvise, I helped generate a 
novel perspective that no one of us had brought to the meeting: Commit all the 
company’s resources to this digital direction, facilitate the transformation by eliminating 
hierarchies and silos, and remove barriers between functions. 



Today, our sales are approaching $3 billion, and our stock price is at an all-time high. 
We wouldn’t be here if we hadn’t taken the radical steps conceived in that meeting. And 
that plan would not have emerged had I failed to recognize and respond to the group’s 
apprehension and elicit its collective creative thinking. The leader who uses emotional 
intelligence to catalyze creative thinking subordinates himself to the team but elevates 
the company to achieve goals it otherwise couldn’t. 

Watch Your Culture 

Janja Lalich (jlalich@csuchico.edu) is an assistant professor of sociology at California 
State University, Chico, and an expert on cults. 

Cult leaders don’t do anything mysterious; they just know how to package themselves 
and their promises well and how to target responsive audiences. They’re very good at 
influencing, or, to be more precise, manipulating, followers. To do this, they rely on a 
keen ability to perceive others’ vulnerabilities and longings—to know what people want. 

One way a cult leader manipulates is by exploiting followers’ eagerness to be part of 
something bigger than themselves. That desire often prompts followers to assign to a 
leader attributes that he doesn’t actually possess. A type of group contagion can take 
hold—a “true-believerism” mentality. Then followers can fall into what I call uncritical 
obedience, never questioning the leader’s claims. When followers give a leader this 
power, there are obvious dangers. 

Cult leaders are also skillful at convincing followers that the leader’s ideas are their own. 
Once followers own the ideas, it’s difficult for them to extricate themselves from the 
leader’s message. For example, a leader may exaggerate his own importance. In the 
1980s, Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh, a wildly popular Oregon-based Eastern guru, always 
surrounded himself with armed guards. That heightened sense of need for security led 
some of his followers to perform dangerous, antisocial activities in their desire to protect 
and defend their ashram and Rajneesh himself. 

The differences between how cult leaders and 
conventional leaders influence their followers can be 

subtle. 

Cult leaders also make it difficult for people to leave. They set up interlocking systems of 
influence and control that keep followers obedient and prevent them from thinking about 
their own needs. Cult leaders may offer “rewards”—sometimes material, more often 
ephemeral—that keep followers committed to the leader and to the organization’s goals. 
The differences between how a conventional leader influences followers and how cult 
leaders manipulate them can be subtle. Sometimes the only difference is their intent. 
And sometimes there is no difference. 

Find Your Voice 

William George is the former chairman and CEO of Medtronic, a medical technology 
company in Minneapolis. 

Authentic leadership begins with self-awareness, or knowing yourself deeply. Self-
awareness is not a trait you are born with but a capacity you develop throughout your 
lifetime. It’s your understanding of your strengths and weaknesses, your purpose in life, 
your values and motivations, and how and why you respond to situations in a particular 
way. It requires a great deal of introspection and the ability to internalize feedback from 
others. 

No one is born a leader; we have to consciously develop into the leader we want to 
become. It takes many years of hard work and the ability to learn from extreme 
difficulties and disappointments. But in their scramble to get ahead, many would-be 
leaders attempt to skip this crucial developmental stage. Some of these people do get to 
the top of companies through sheer determination and aggressiveness. However, when 
they finally reach the leader’s chair, they can be very destructive because they haven’t 
focused on the hard work of personal development. 

To mask their inadequacies, these leaders tend to close themselves off, cultivating an 
image or persona rather than opening up to others. They often adopt the styles of other 
leaders they have observed. 

Leaders who are driven to achieve by shortcomings in their character, for example, or a 
desire for self-aggrandizement, may take inordinate risks on behalf of the organization. 



They may even come to believe they are so important that they place their interests 
above those of the organization. 

Self-awareness and other emotional intelligence skills come naturally to some, less so to 
others—but these skills can be learned. One of the techniques I have found most useful 
in gaining deeper self-awareness is meditation. In 1975, my wife dragged me, kicking 
and screaming, to a weekend course in Transcendental Meditation. I have meditated 20 
minutes, twice a day, ever since. Meditation makes me calmer, more focused, and better 
able to discern what’s really important. Leaders, by the very nature of their positions, 
are under extreme pressure to keep up with the many voices clamoring for their 
attention. Indeed, many leaders lose their way. It is only through a deep self-awareness 
that you can find your inner voice and listen to it. 

Know the Score 

Michael Tilson Thomas is the music director of the San Francisco Symphony. 

A conductor’s authority rests on two things: the orchestra’s confidence in the conductor’s 
insightful knowledge of the whole score; and the orchestra’s faith in the conductor’s 
good heart, which seeks to inspire everyone to make music that is excellent, generous, 
and sincere. 

Old-school conductors liked to hold the lead in their hands at all times. I do not. 
Sometimes I lead. Other times I’ll say, “Violas, I’m giving you the lead. Listen to one 
another, and find your way with this phrase.” I’m not trying to drill people, military style, 
to play music exactly together. I’m trying to encourage them to play as one, which is a 
different thing. I’m guiding the performance, but I’m aware that they’re executing it. It’s 
their sinews, their heartstrings. I’m there to help them do it in a way that is convincing 
and natural for them but also a part of the larger design. 

My approach is to be in tune with the people with whom I’m working. If I’m conducting 
an ensemble for the first time, I will relate what it is I want them to do to the great 
things they’ve already done. If I’m conducting my own orchestra, I can see in the 
musicians’ bodies and faces how they’re feeling that day, and it becomes very clear who 
may need encouragement and who may need cautioning. 

The objectivity and perspective I have as the only person who is just listening is a 
powerful thing. I try to use this perspective to help the ensemble reach its goals. 

Keep It Honest 

Carol Bartz (carol.bartz@autodesk.com) is the chairman, president, and CEO of 
Autodesk, a design software and digital content company in San Rafael, California. 

A friend needed to take a six-month assignment in a different part of the country. She 
had an ancient, ill, balding but beloved dog that she could not take with her. Her choices 
boiled down to boarding the poor animal, at enormous expense, or putting it out of its 
obvious misery. Friends said, “Board the dog,” though behind my friend’s back, they 
ridiculed that option. She asked me what I thought, and I told her, kindly but clearly, 
that I thought she should have the dog put to sleep rather than spend her money 
keeping it in an environment where it would be miserable and perhaps die anyway. My 
friend was furious with me for saying this. She boarded the dog and went away on her 
assignment. When she returned, the dog was at death’s door and had to be put to sleep. 
Not long after that, my friend came around to say thanks. “You were the only person 
who told me the truth,” she said. She came to appreciate that I had cared enough to tell 
her what I thought was best, even if what I said hurt at the time. 

That event validated a hunch that has stood me in good stead as I’ve led my company. 
Empathy and compassion have to be balanced with honesty. I have pulled people into 
my office and told them to deal with certain issues for the sake of themselves and their 
teams. If they are willing to learn, they will say, “Gee, no one ever told me.” If they are 
unwilling, they’re not right for this organization. And I must let them go for the sake of 
the greater good. 

Go for the Gemba 

Hirotaka Takeuchi is the dean of Hitotsubashi University’s Graduate School of 
International Corporate Strategy in Tokyo. 

Self-awareness, self-control, empathy, humility, and other such emotional intelligence 
traits are particularly important in Asia. They are part of our Confucian emphasis on 



wah, or social harmony. When books on emotional intelligence were first translated into 
Japanese, people said, “We already know that. We’re actually trying to get beyond that.” 
We’ve been so focused on wah that we’ve built up a supersensitive structure of social 
niceties, where everyone seeks consensus. In the Japanese hierarchy, everyone knows 
his or her place so no one is ever humiliated. This social supersensitivity—itself a form of 
emotional intelligence—can lead people to shy away from conflict. But conflict is often 
the only way to get to the gemba—the front line, where the action really is, where the 
truth lies. 

Thus, effective management often depends not on coolly and expertly resolving conflict, 
or simply avoiding it, but on embracing it at the gemba. Japan’s most effective leaders 
do both. The best example is Nissan’s Carlos Ghosn. He not only had the social skills to 
listen to people and win them over to his ideas, but he also dared to lift the lid on the 
corporate hierarchy and encourage people at all levels of the organization to offer 
suggestions to operational, organizational, and even interpersonal problems—even if that 
created conflict. People were no longer suppressed, so solutions to the company’s 
problems bubbled up. 

Balance the Load 

Linda Stone (linda@lindastone.net) is the former vice president of corporate and 
industry initiatives at Microsoft in Redmond, Washington. 

Emotional intelligence is powerful—which is precisely why it can be dangerous. For 
example, empathy is an extraordinary relationship-building tool, but it must be used 
skillfully or it can do serious damage to the person doing the empathizing. In my case, 
overdoing empathy took a physical toll. In May 2000, Steve Ballmer charged me with 
rebuilding Microsoft’s industry relationships, a position that I sometimes referred to as 
chief listening officer. The job was part ombudsperson, part new-initiatives developer, 
part pattern recognizer, and part rapid-response person. In the first few months of the 
job—when criticism of the company was at an all-time high—it became clear that this 
position was a lightning rod. I threw myself into listening and repairing wherever I could. 

Within a few months, I was exhausted from the effort. I gained a significant amount of 
weight, which, tests finally revealed, was probably caused by a hormone imbalance 
partially brought on by stress and lack of sleep. In absorbing everyone’s complaints, 
perhaps to the extreme, I had compromised my health. This was a wake-up call; I 
needed to reframe the job. 

I focused on connecting the people who needed to work together to resolve problems 
rather than taking on each repair myself. I persuaded key people inside the company to 
listen and work directly with important people outside the company, even in cases where 
the internal folks were skeptical at first about the need for this direct connection. In a 
sense, I tempered my empathy and ratcheted up relationship building. Ultimately, with a 
wiser and more balanced use of empathy, I became more effective and less stressed in 
my role. 

Question Authority 

Ronald Heifetz (ronald_heifetz@harvard.edu) is a cofounder of the Center for Public 
Leadership at Harvard University’s John F. Kennedy School of Government in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, and a partner at Cambridge Leadership Associates, a consultancy in 
Cambridge. 

Emotional intelligence is necessary for leadership but not sufficient. Many people have 
some degree of emotional intelligence and can indeed empathize with and rouse 
followers; a few of them can even generate great charismatic authority. But I would 
argue that if they are using emotional intelligence solely to gain formal or informal 
authority, that’s not leadership at all. They are using their emotional intelligence to grasp 
what people want, only to pander to those desires in order to gain authority and 
influence. Easy answers sell. 

Leadership couples emotional intelligence with the courage to raise the tough questions, 
challenge people’s assumptions about strategy and operations—and risk losing their 
goodwill. It demands a commitment to serving others; skill at diagnostic, strategic, and 
tactical reasoning; the guts to get beneath the surface of tough realities; and the heart 
to take heat and grief. 

For example, David Duke did an extraordinary job of convincing Ku Klux Klan members 
to get out of their backyards and into hotel conference rooms. He brought his 
considerable emotional intelligence to bear, his capacity to empathize with his followers, 



to pluck their heartstrings in a powerful way that mobilized them. But he avoided asking 
his people the tough questions: Does our program actually solve our problem? How will 
creating a social structure of white supremacy give us the self-esteem we lack? How will 
it solve the problems of poverty, alcoholism, and family violence that corrode our sense 
of self-worth? 

Like Duke, many people with high emotional intelligence and charismatic authority aren’t 
interested in asking the deeper questions, because they get so much emotional gain 
from the adoring crowd. For them, that’s the end in itself. They’re satisfying their own 
hungers and vulnerabilities: their need to be liked; their need for power and control; or 
their need to be needed, to feel important, which renders them vulnerable to 
grandiosity. But that’s not primal leadership. It’s primal hunger for authority. 

Many people with high emotional intelligence aren’t 
interested in asking the deeper questions. 

Maintaining one’s primacy or position is not, in and of itself, leadership, however 
inspiring it may seem to be. Gaining primal authority is relatively easy. 
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 Leading by Feel  

 Empathy, intuition, and self-awareness are essential to good leadership, 
but they can be tricky to hone and dangerous to use. Eighteen leaders and 
scholars explore how to manage emotional intelligence.

 

Like it or not, leaders need to manage the mood of their organizations. The most gifted 
leaders accomplish that by using a mysterious blend of psychological abilities known as 
emotional intelligence. They’re self-aware and empathetic. They can read and regulate 
their own emotions while intuitively grasping how others feel and gauging their 
organization’s emotional state. 

But where does emotional intelligence come from? And how do leaders learn to use it? 
The management literature (and even common sense) suggests that both nature and 
nurture feed emotional intelligence. Part genetic predisposition, part life experience, and 
part old-fashioned training, emotional intelligence emerges in varying degrees from one 
leader to the next, and managers apply it with varying skill. Wisely and compassionately 
deployed, emotional intelligence spurs leaders, their people, and their organizations to 
superior performance; naively or maliciously applied, it can paralyze leaders or allow 
them to manipulate followers for personal gain. 

We invited 18 leaders and scholars (including business executives, leadership 
researchers, psychologists, a neurologist, a cult expert, and a symphony conductor) to 
explore the nature and management of emotional intelligence—its sources, uses, and 
abuses. Their responses differed dramatically, but there were some common themes: 
the importance of consciously—and conscientiously—honing one’s skills, the double-
edged nature of self-awareness, and the danger of letting any one emotional intelligence 
skill dominate. 

 Be Realistic 

John D. Mayer (jack.mayer@unh.edu) is a professor of psychology at the University of 
New Hampshire. He and Yale psychology professor Peter Salovey are credited with first 
defining the concept of emotional intelligence in the early 1990s. 

This is a time of growing realism about emotional intelligence—especially concerning 
what it is and what it isn’t. The books and articles that have helped popularize the 
concept have defined it as a loose collection of personality traits, such as self-awareness, 
optimism, and tolerance. These popular definitions have been accompanied by 
exaggerated claims about the importance of emotional intelligence. But diverse 
personality traits, however admirable, don’t necessarily add up to a single definition of 
emotional intelligence. In fact, such traits are difficult to collectively evaluate in a way 
that reveals their relationship to success in business and in life. 
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Even when they’re viewed in isolation, the characteristics commonly associated with 
emotional intelligence and success may be more complicated than they seem. For 
example, the scientific jury is out on how important self-awareness is to successful 
leadership. In fact, too much self-awareness can reduce self-esteem, which is often a 
crucial component of great leadership. 

From a scientific (rather than a popular) standpoint, emotional intelligence is the ability 
to accurately perceive your own and others’ emotions; to understand the signals that 
emotions send about relationships; and to manage your own and others’ emotions. It 
doesn’t necessarily include the qualities (like optimism, initiative, and self-confidence) 
that some popular definitions ascribe to it. 

Researchers have used performance tests to measure people’s accuracy at identifying 
and understanding emotions—for example, asking them to identify the emotions 
conveyed by a face or which among several situations is most likely to bring about 
happiness. People who get high scores on these tests are indeed different from others. 
In the business world, they appear better able to deal with customers’ complaints or to 
mediate disputes, and they may excel at making strong and positive personal 
connections with subordinates and customers over the long term. Of course, emotional 
intelligence isn’t the only way to attain success as a leader: A brilliant strategist who can 
maximize profits may be able to hire and keep talented employees even if he or she 
doesn’t have strong personal connections with them. 

Is there value in scales that, based on popular conceptions, measure qualities like 
optimism and self-confidence but label them emotional intelligence? Certainly these 
personality traits are important in business, so measuring and (sometimes) enhancing 
them can be useful. But recent research makes it clear that these characteristics are 
distinct from emotional intelligence as it is scientifically defined. A person high in 
emotional intelligence may be realistic rather than optimistic and insecure rather than 
confident. Conversely, a person may be highly self-confident and optimistic but lack 
emotional intelligence. The danger lies in assuming that because a person is optimistic or 
confident, he or she is also emotionally intelligent, when, in fact, the presence of those 
traits will tell you nothing of the sort. 

Never Stop Learning 

Daniel Goleman is the cochair of the Consortium for Research on Emotional Intelligence 
in Organizations based at Rutgers University’s Graduate School of Applied and 
Professional Psychology in Piscataway, New Jersey. 

You can be a successful leader without much emotional intelligence if you’re extremely 
lucky and you’ve got everything else going for you: booming markets, bumbling 
competitors, and clueless higher-ups. If you’re incredibly smart, you can cover for an 
absence of emotional intelligence until things get tough for the business. But at that 
point, you won’t have built up the social capital needed to pull the best out of people 
under tremendous pressure. The art of sustained leadership is getting others to produce 
superior work, and high IQ alone is insufficient to that task. 

The good news is that emotional intelligence can be learned and improved at any age. In 
fact, data show that, on average, people’s emotional intelligence tends to increase as 
they age. But the specific leadership competencies that are based on emotional 
intelligence don’t necessarily come through life experience. For example, one of the most 
common complaints I hear about leaders, particularly newly promoted ones, is that they 
lack empathy. The problem is that they were promoted because they were outstanding 
individual performers, and being a solo achiever doesn’t teach you the skills necessary to 



understand other people’s concerns. 

Leaders who are motivated to improve their emotional intelligence can do so if they’re 
given the right information, guidance, and support. The information they need is a 
candid assessment of their strengths and limitations from people who know them well 
and whose opinions they trust. The guidance they need is a specific developmental plan 
that uses naturally occurring workplace encounters as the laboratory for learning. The 
support they need is someone to talk to as they practice how to handle different 
situations, what to do when they’ve blown it, and how to learn from those setbacks. If 
leaders cultivate these resources and practice continually, they can develop specific 
emotional intelligence skills—skills that will last for years. 

Watch the Language 

Colleen Barrett is the president and COO of Dallas-based Southwest Airlines. 

I’ve always felt that my intuition was pretty darn good, and I think I can read people 
well. I rely a ton on my gut. I know the mood of our different work groups. I know the 
expectations of our employees. I think people are generally born with a predisposition 
for this type of emotional awareness. But I certainly believe you can enhance your ability 
just from experience and learning. I’ve probably gotten better at it over the years 
because I read and listen to everything, and I’m constantly observing. I watch body 
language and how people interact. 

The other day, I was talking to one of our officers, and he said, “How do you do that?” 
and I said, “How do I do what?” He was referring to a meeting we’d both been at earlier. 
I’d asked one of the presenters at the meeting, a fellow who reported to this officer, if he 
was feeling OK. The officer thought the employee was fine, but, it turns out, the poor 
guy had had a pretty traumatic experience in his personal life the night before. His 
presentation went well, but he seemed off to me, distracted. I suppose in order to have 
seen that, I must have been fairly attuned to what this fellow’s presentations were 
usually like. 

I often communicate on a passionate, emotional level—which can be a detriment, 
particularly for a woman in a predominantly male leadership group, as ours was for 
many years. There were times when I’d launch in on an issue and make gut-level 
assertions like, “Our customers feel this,” and “Our employees feel that.” Though 
everyone in the group would probably deny it, I know that part of their reaction to my 
outbursts was, “Oh, that’s just Colleen, and she’s on a tangent,” and they would tend to 
disregard what I was saying. I’ve learned to rely on calmer people around me to give me 
those raised eyebrows that say, “Lower the passion a little bit, and people will listen 
more.” When I’m making my arguments, I have to really prepare and try to be—and this 
is very difficult for me—factual and dispassionate. 

I rely on calmer people around me to give me those 
raised eyebrows that say, “Lower the passion a little 

bit.” 

Build Pathways 

Steven Gutstein (gutstein@connectionscenter.com) is a psychologist, autism expert, 
and codirector of Connections Center for Family and Personal Development in Houston. 

I work with autistic children, a population typically defined by its lack of emotional 
intelligence. People with autism can’t connect—indeed, they aren’t really interested in 



connecting emotionally with others. Traditionally, the therapeutic approach with these 
kids has been to teach them to fake it. They are urged to make eye contact with others, 
to repress whatever distracting behaviors they may have, and to use social scripts. Many 
of these therapies have the appearance of being successful. People with autism do learn 
the scripts, and some even blend in. 

The problem is, faking it never ceases to be work. So as autistic children become adults, 
they stop putting on the show. Among adults with Asperger’s syndrome (a form of 
autism marked by average or above-average IQ), fewer than 12% hold jobs. Only 3% 
leave home. These findings make the case profoundly that one gets only so far on IQ. 
People need to connect emotionally, and with flexibility, in order to succeed. These 
findings also demonstrate that traditional therapies have not been successful at 
improving quality of life for autistic people. 

My approach to teaching emotional intelligence skills to children with autism, which I call 
“relationship development intervention” (RDI), takes a different tack. It begins with a 
belief that people with autism can be taught to value relationships, to seek out 
interactions that are not merely transactional (“I will deal with you because there is 
something I want from you”) but where the whole point is to enjoy the shared 
experience. Nonautistic people begin to have these kinds of relationships early in life; at 
about ten months, most babies start developing the capacity for social referencing, the 
appreciation that my actions should take into account your emotions. We now know from 
neuroimaging that at this stage some critical neural pathways are being laid down 
among all the structures in the limbic system, which regulates emotion and motivation. 
Autistic children typically don’t develop those pathways. 

If people with autism can learn emotional intelligence, 
anyone can. 

But with RDI, which uses cognitive exercises and activities to motivate the children to 
learn specific behaviors rather than social scripts, I think we can create the neurological 
traffic to establish those pathways. Mind you, we are not curing autism. But we are 
teaching emotional intelligence. If people with autism can learn emotional intelligence, 
anyone can. 

Get Motivated 

Richard Boyatzis (reb2@cwru.edu) is a professor and the chair of the department of 
organizational behavior at Case Western Reserve University’s Weatherhead School of 
Management in Cleveland. 

People can develop their emotional intelligence if they really want to. But many 
managers jump to the conclusion that their complement of emotional intelligence is 
predetermined. They think, “I could never be good at this, so why bother?” The central 
issue isn’t a lack of ability to change; it’s the lack of motivation to change. 

Leadership development is not all that different from other areas in which people are 
trying to change their behaviors. Just look at the treatments for alcoholism, drug 
addiction, and weight loss: They all require the desire to change. More subtly, they all 
require a positive, rather than a negative, motivation. You have to want to change. If 
you think you’ll lose your job because you’re not adequately tuned in to your employees, 
you might become determinedly empathetic or compassionate for a time. But change 
driven by fear or avoidance probably isn’t going to last. Change driven by hopes and 
aspirations, that’s pursued because it’s desired, will be more enduring. 



There’s no such thing as having too much emotional intelligence. But there is a danger in 
being preoccupied with, or overusing, one aspect of it. For example, if you 
overemphasize the emotional intelligence competencies of initiative or achievement, 
you’ll always be changing things at your company. Nobody would know what you were 
going to do next, which would be quite destabilizing for the organization. If you overuse 
empathy, you might never fire anybody. If you overuse teamwork, you might never 
build diversity or listen to a lone voice. Balance is essential. 

Train the Gifted 

Elkhonon Goldberg (egneurocog@aol.com) is a clinical professor of neurology at New 
York University School of Medicine and the director of the Institute of Neuropsychology 
and Cognitive Performance in New York. 

In the past, neuropsychologists were mostly concerned with cognitive impairment. 
Today, they are increasingly interested in the biological underpinnings of cognitive 
differences in people without impairments—including differences in people’s emotional 
intelligence. 

Emotional intelligence can be learned, to a degree. It’s like mathematical or musical 
ability. Can you become a musician if you lack natural aptitude? Yes, you can, if you take 
lessons and practice enough. But will you ever be a Mozart? Probably not. In the same 
way, emotional intelligence develops through a combination of biological endowment and 
training. And people who don’t have that endowment probably won’t become deeply 
emotionally intelligent just through training. Trying to drum emotional intelligence into 
someone with no aptitude for it is an exercise in futility. I believe the best way to get 
emotionally intelligent leaders is to select for people who already show the basic qualities 
you want. Think about it: That’s how athletic coaches operate. They don’t just work with 
anyone who wants to play a sport; they train the naturally gifted. Business managers 
should do the same. 

How do you identify the naturally gifted? I’d say you have to look for those with a 
genuine, instinctive interest in other people’s experiences and mental worlds. It’s an 
absolute prerequisite for developing emotional intelligence. If a manager lacks this 
interest, maybe your training resources are better directed elsewhere. 

Seek Frank Feedback 

Andrea Jung is the chair and CEO of Avon Products, which is based in New York. 

Emotional intelligence is in our DNA here at Avon because relationships are critical at 
every stage of our business. It starts with the relationships our 4.5 million independent 
sales reps have with their customers and goes right up through senior management to 
my office. So the emphasis on emotional intelligence is much greater here than it was at 
other companies in which I’ve worked. We incorporate emotional intelligence education 
into our development training for senior managers, and we factor in emotional 
intelligence competencies when we evaluate employees’ performance. 

Of all a leader’s competencies, emotional and otherwise, self-awareness is the most 
important. Without it, you can’t identify the impact you have on others. Self-awareness 
is very important for me as CEO. At my level, few people are willing to tell me the things 
that are hardest to hear. We have a CEO advisory counsel—ten people chosen each year 
from Avon offices throughout the world—and they tell me the good, the bad, and the 
ugly about the company. Anything can be said. It helps keep me connected to what 
people really think and how my actions affect them. I also rely on my children for honest 
appraisals. You can get a huge dose of reality by seeing yourself through your children’s 



eyes, noticing the ways they react to and reflect what you say and do. My kids are part 
of my 360-degree feedback. They’re the most honest of all. 

My kids are part of my 360-degree feedback. They’re 
the most honest of all. 

I grew up in a very traditional Chinese family. My parents were concerned that the way 
I’d been raised—submissive, caring, and averse to conflict—would hinder my ability to 
succeed in the Fortune 500 environment. They were afraid I couldn’t make the tough 
decisions. But I’ve learned how to be empathetic and still make hard decisions that are 
right for the company. These are not incompatible abilities. When Avon has had to close 
plants, for example, I’ve tried to act with compassion for the people involved. And I’ve 
gotten letters from some of the associates who were affected, expressing sadness but 
also saying thanks for the fair treatment. Leaders’ use of emotional intelligence when 
making tough decisions is important to their success—and to the success of their 
organizations. 

Gauge Your Awareness 

Howard Book (hbwork@netsurf.net) is an associate professor in the department of 
psychiatry at the University of Toronto and an organizational consultant. 

Self-awareness is the key emotional intelligence skill behind good leadership. It’s often 
thought of as the ability to know how you’re feeling and why, and the impact your 
feelings have on your behavior. But it also involves a capacity to monitor and control 
those strong but subliminal biases that all of us harbor and that can skew our decision 
making. 

Consider, for example, a vice president who complained to me recently about his new 
hire, the head of sales. He found her to be unassertive, indecisive, unsure—hardly 
leadership material. When I talked to her, however, it turned out she felt her boss was 
sabotaging her career. The vice president had been hired only five months before she 
had, and he was oblivious to how his anxiety to please the CEO was causing him to 
micromanage. In doing so, the VP was undercutting the sales director’s independence 
and confidence. His lack of self-awareness directly impaired her performance. 

Whereas cognitive intelligence is fixed by about the age 
of ten, emotional intelligence increases with age. 

Experience and literature on the subject suggest that while both nature and nurture 
influence emotional intelligence, nurture is the more important factor. Indeed, this 
emphasis on environment is one of the hallmarks that differentiates emotional 
intelligence from cognitive intelligence, or IQ. Whereas cognitive intelligence is fixed by 
about the age of ten, emotional intelligence increases with age. So you can actually learn 
emotional intelligence skills like self-awareness. One simple way to measure your self-
awareness is to ask a trusted friend or colleague to draw up a list of your strengths and 
weaknesses while you do the same. It can be an uncomfortable exercise, but the bigger 
the gap between your list and your helper’s, the more work you probably have to do. 

Sniff Out Signals 

Robert Goffee (rgoffee@london.edu) is a professor of organizational behavior at London 
Business School and a cofounder of Creative Management Associates, an organizational 
consulting firm in London. 



You need some degree of emotional intelligence to be an effective leader, but you do see 
some one-hit wonders out there—people who have limited emotional intelligence but can 
still excite a particular group. The problem is, they can’t transfer their success to another 
organization. They got lucky and landed in a situation in which their passions happened 
to connect with the organization’s passions, but they probably wouldn’t be able to 
replicate that at another company. By contrast, true leaders can connect with different 
groups of people in a variety of contexts. 

To some extent, these one-hit wonders can learn how to be emotionally intelligent. One 
component of emotional intelligence is “situation sensing”—the ability to sniff out the 
signals in an environment and figure out what’s going on without being told. You can 
develop this skill through jobs in which you’re exposed to a wide range of people and 
have a motive for watching their reactions. For instance, Roche CEO Franz Humer is 
highly skilled at detecting subtle cues and underlying shifts of opinion. Humer told me 
and my colleague Gareth Jones that he developed the skill while working as a tour guide 
in his mid-twenties. Because he relied solely on tips for his pay, Humer quickly learned 
how to size up a group of as many as 100 people and figure out who was likely to give 
him a tip. That way, he’d know where to focus his attention. (For more on this example, 
see “Why Should Anyone Be Led By You?” HBR September–October 2000.) 

If these skills are developed disproportionately, they 
can interfere with your relationships. 

I’d caution against overemphasizing any one aspect of emotional intelligence; if these 
skills are developed disproportionately, they can interfere with your relationships. If 
you’re extremely self-aware but short on empathy, you might come off as self-obsessed. 
If you’re excessively empathetic, you risk being too hard to read. If you’re great at self-
management but not very transparent, you might seem inauthentic. Finally, at times 
leaders have to deliberately avoid getting too close to the troops in order to ensure that 
they’re seeing the bigger picture. Emotionally intelligent leaders know when to rein it in. 

Engage Your Demons 

David Gergen directs the Center for Public Leadership at Harvard University’s John F. 
Kennedy School of Government in Cambridge, Massachusetts. He served as an adviser 
to presidents Nixon, Ford, Reagan, and Clinton. 

American history suggests not only that emotional intelligence is an indispensable 
ingredient of political leadership but also that it can be enhanced through sustained 
effort. George Washington had to work hard to control his fiery temper before he 
became a role model for the republic, and Abraham Lincoln had to overcome deep 
melancholia to display the brave and warm countenance that made him a magnet for 
others. Franklin Delano Roosevelt provides an even more graphic example: In his early 
adult years, FDR seemed carefree and condescending. Then, at 39, he was stricken with 
polio. By most accounts, he transformed himself over the next seven years of struggle 
into a leader of empathy, patience, and keen self-awareness. 

Richard Nixon thought he might transform himself through his own years in the 
wilderness, and he did make progress. But he could never fully control his demons, and 
they eventually brought him down. Bill Clinton, too, has struggled for self-mastery and 
has made progress, but he could not fully close the cracks in his character, and he paid a 
stiff price. Not all people succeed, then, in achieving self-awareness and self-control. 
What we have been told since the time of the Greeks is that every leader must try to 
control his own passions before he can hope to command the passions of others. 



Best-selling author Rabbi Harold Kushner argues persuasively that the elements of 
selfishness and aggression that are in most of us—and our struggles to overcome them—
are exactly what make for better leadership. In Living a Life That Matters, Kushner 
writes of the personal torments of leaders from Jacob, who wrestled all night with an 
angel, to Martin Luther King, Jr., who tried to cleanse himself of weakness even as he 
cleansed the nation’s soul. “Good people do bad things,” Kushner concludes, “If they 
weren’t mightily tempted by their yetzer ha’ra [will to do evil], they might not be capable 
of the mightily good things they do.” 

Let Your Guard Down 

Sidney Harman (sharman@harman.com) is the executive chairman and founder of 
Harman International Industries in Washington, DC. 

Eight years ago, we acquired Becker Radio (now Harman/Becker) to help us develop the 
dashboard navigation and media systems that are now the major part of our business. 
In a meeting at Becker, several of the engineers there argued that the only way for us to 
take the lead in the emerging field of “infotainment” was to abandon tried-and-true 
analog systems and design and build totally new digital systems—a very risky 
proposition for our company. 

Back home, I sat down with our key executives to talk about this disruptive idea. I went 
into the meeting with only a rough notion of how we should proceed. There was clearly 
anxiety and skepticism in the group, concern that we would be betting the company if 
we went digital. I realized that to provoke the creative thinking we needed, I would have 
to let my guard down and be willing to embarrass myself by floating unformed—and 
even uninformed—ideas. I assured the group that anything we said in the meeting 
stayed with us. Our discussion went on for six or seven hours. By opening up to my 
colleagues, and by encouraging them to think freely and improvise, I helped generate a 
novel perspective that no one of us had brought to the meeting: Commit all the 
company’s resources to this digital direction, facilitate the transformation by eliminating 
hierarchies and silos, and remove barriers between functions. 

Today, our sales are approaching $3 billion, and our stock price is at an all-time high. 
We wouldn’t be here if we hadn’t taken the radical steps conceived in that meeting. And 
that plan would not have emerged had I failed to recognize and respond to the group’s 
apprehension and elicit its collective creative thinking. The leader who uses emotional 
intelligence to catalyze creative thinking subordinates himself to the team but elevates 
the company to achieve goals it otherwise couldn’t. 

Watch Your Culture 

Janja Lalich (jlalich@csuchico.edu) is an assistant professor of sociology at California 
State University, Chico, and an expert on cults. 

Cult leaders don’t do anything mysterious; they just know how to package themselves 
and their promises well and how to target responsive audiences. They’re very good at 
influencing, or, to be more precise, manipulating, followers. To do this, they rely on a 
keen ability to perceive others’ vulnerabilities and longings—to know what people want. 

One way a cult leader manipulates is by exploiting followers’ eagerness to be part of 
something bigger than themselves. That desire often prompts followers to assign to a 
leader attributes that he doesn’t actually possess. A type of group contagion can take 
hold—a “true-believerism” mentality. Then followers can fall into what I call uncritical 
obedience, never questioning the leader’s claims. When followers give a leader this 
power, there are obvious dangers. 



Cult leaders are also skillful at convincing followers that the leader’s ideas are their own. 
Once followers own the ideas, it’s difficult for them to extricate themselves from the 
leader’s message. For example, a leader may exaggerate his own importance. In the 
1980s, Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh, a wildly popular Oregon-based Eastern guru, always 
surrounded himself with armed guards. That heightened sense of need for security led 
some of his followers to perform dangerous, antisocial activities in their desire to protect 
and defend their ashram and Rajneesh himself. 

The differences between how cult leaders and 
conventional leaders influence their followers can be 

subtle. 

Cult leaders also make it difficult for people to leave. They set up interlocking systems of 
influence and control that keep followers obedient and prevent them from thinking about 
their own needs. Cult leaders may offer “rewards”—sometimes material, more often 
ephemeral—that keep followers committed to the leader and to the organization’s goals. 
The differences between how a conventional leader influences followers and how cult 
leaders manipulate them can be subtle. Sometimes the only difference is their intent. 
And sometimes there is no difference. 

Find Your Voice 

William George is the former chairman and CEO of Medtronic, a medical technology 
company in Minneapolis. 

Authentic leadership begins with self-awareness, or knowing yourself deeply. Self-
awareness is not a trait you are born with but a capacity you develop throughout your 
lifetime. It’s your understanding of your strengths and weaknesses, your purpose in life, 
your values and motivations, and how and why you respond to situations in a particular 
way. It requires a great deal of introspection and the ability to internalize feedback from 
others. 

No one is born a leader; we have to consciously develop into the leader we want to 
become. It takes many years of hard work and the ability to learn from extreme 
difficulties and disappointments. But in their scramble to get ahead, many would-be 
leaders attempt to skip this crucial developmental stage. Some of these people do get to 
the top of companies through sheer determination and aggressiveness. However, when 
they finally reach the leader’s chair, they can be very destructive because they haven’t 
focused on the hard work of personal development. 

To mask their inadequacies, these leaders tend to close themselves off, cultivating an 
image or persona rather than opening up to others. They often adopt the styles of other 
leaders they have observed. 

Leaders who are driven to achieve by shortcomings in their character, for example, or a 
desire for self-aggrandizement, may take inordinate risks on behalf of the organization. 
They may even come to believe they are so important that they place their interests 
above those of the organization. 

Self-awareness and other emotional intelligence skills come naturally to some, less so to 
others—but these skills can be learned. One of the techniques I have found most useful 
in gaining deeper self-awareness is meditation. In 1975, my wife dragged me, kicking 
and screaming, to a weekend course in Transcendental Meditation. I have meditated 20 
minutes, twice a day, ever since. Meditation makes me calmer, more focused, and better 



able to discern what’s really important. Leaders, by the very nature of their positions, 
are under extreme pressure to keep up with the many voices clamoring for their 
attention. Indeed, many leaders lose their way. It is only through a deep self-awareness 
that you can find your inner voice and listen to it. 

Know the Score 

Michael Tilson Thomas is the music director of the San Francisco Symphony. 

A conductor’s authority rests on two things: the orchestra’s confidence in the conductor’s 
insightful knowledge of the whole score; and the orchestra’s faith in the conductor’s 
good heart, which seeks to inspire everyone to make music that is excellent, generous, 
and sincere. 

Old-school conductors liked to hold the lead in their hands at all times. I do not. 
Sometimes I lead. Other times I’ll say, “Violas, I’m giving you the lead. Listen to one 
another, and find your way with this phrase.” I’m not trying to drill people, military style, 
to play music exactly together. I’m trying to encourage them to play as one, which is a 
different thing. I’m guiding the performance, but I’m aware that they’re executing it. It’s 
their sinews, their heartstrings. I’m there to help them do it in a way that is convincing 
and natural for them but also a part of the larger design. 

My approach is to be in tune with the people with whom I’m working. If I’m conducting 
an ensemble for the first time, I will relate what it is I want them to do to the great 
things they’ve already done. If I’m conducting my own orchestra, I can see in the 
musicians’ bodies and faces how they’re feeling that day, and it becomes very clear who 
may need encouragement and who may need cautioning. 

The objectivity and perspective I have as the only person who is just listening is a 
powerful thing. I try to use this perspective to help the ensemble reach its goals. 

Keep It Honest 

Carol Bartz (carol.bartz@autodesk.com) is the chairman, president, and CEO of 
Autodesk, a design software and digital content company in San Rafael, California. 

A friend needed to take a six-month assignment in a different part of the country. She 
had an ancient, ill, balding but beloved dog that she could not take with her. Her choices 
boiled down to boarding the poor animal, at enormous expense, or putting it out of its 
obvious misery. Friends said, “Board the dog,” though behind my friend’s back, they 
ridiculed that option. She asked me what I thought, and I told her, kindly but clearly, 
that I thought she should have the dog put to sleep rather than spend her money 
keeping it in an environment where it would be miserable and perhaps die anyway. My 
friend was furious with me for saying this. She boarded the dog and went away on her 
assignment. When she returned, the dog was at death’s door and had to be put to sleep. 
Not long after that, my friend came around to say thanks. “You were the only person 
who told me the truth,” she said. She came to appreciate that I had cared enough to tell 
her what I thought was best, even if what I said hurt at the time. 

That event validated a hunch that has stood me in good stead as I’ve led my company. 
Empathy and compassion have to be balanced with honesty. I have pulled people into 
my office and told them to deal with certain issues for the sake of themselves and their 
teams. If they are willing to learn, they will say, “Gee, no one ever told me.” If they are 
unwilling, they’re not right for this organization. And I must let them go for the sake of 
the greater good. 



Go for the Gemba 

Hirotaka Takeuchi is the dean of Hitotsubashi University’s Graduate School of 
International Corporate Strategy in Tokyo. 

Self-awareness, self-control, empathy, humility, and other such emotional intelligence 
traits are particularly important in Asia. They are part of our Confucian emphasis on 
wah, or social harmony. When books on emotional intelligence were first translated into 
Japanese, people said, “We already know that. We’re actually trying to get beyond that.” 
We’ve been so focused on wah that we’ve built up a supersensitive structure of social 
niceties, where everyone seeks consensus. In the Japanese hierarchy, everyone knows 
his or her place so no one is ever humiliated. This social supersensitivity—itself a form of 
emotional intelligence—can lead people to shy away from conflict. But conflict is often 
the only way to get to the gemba—the front line, where the action really is, where the 
truth lies. 

Thus, effective management often depends not on coolly and expertly resolving conflict, 
or simply avoiding it, but on embracing it at the gemba. Japan’s most effective leaders 
do both. The best example is Nissan’s Carlos Ghosn. He not only had the social skills to 
listen to people and win them over to his ideas, but he also dared to lift the lid on the 
corporate hierarchy and encourage people at all levels of the organization to offer 
suggestions to operational, organizational, and even interpersonal problems—even if that 
created conflict. People were no longer suppressed, so solutions to the company’s 
problems bubbled up. 

Balance the Load 

Linda Stone (linda@lindastone.net) is the former vice president of corporate and 
industry initiatives at Microsoft in Redmond, Washington. 

Emotional intelligence is powerful—which is precisely why it can be dangerous. For 
example, empathy is an extraordinary relationship-building tool, but it must be used 
skillfully or it can do serious damage to the person doing the empathizing. In my case, 
overdoing empathy took a physical toll. In May 2000, Steve Ballmer charged me with 
rebuilding Microsoft’s industry relationships, a position that I sometimes referred to as 
chief listening officer. The job was part ombudsperson, part new-initiatives developer, 
part pattern recognizer, and part rapid-response person. In the first few months of the 
job—when criticism of the company was at an all-time high—it became clear that this 
position was a lightning rod. I threw myself into listening and repairing wherever I could. 

Within a few months, I was exhausted from the effort. I gained a significant amount of 
weight, which, tests finally revealed, was probably caused by a hormone imbalance 
partially brought on by stress and lack of sleep. In absorbing everyone’s complaints, 
perhaps to the extreme, I had compromised my health. This was a wake-up call; I 
needed to reframe the job. 

I focused on connecting the people who needed to work together to resolve problems 
rather than taking on each repair myself. I persuaded key people inside the company to 
listen and work directly with important people outside the company, even in cases where 
the internal folks were skeptical at first about the need for this direct connection. In a 
sense, I tempered my empathy and ratcheted up relationship building. Ultimately, with a 
wiser and more balanced use of empathy, I became more effective and less stressed in 
my role. 

Question Authority 



Ronald Heifetz (ronald_heifetz@harvard.edu) is a cofounder of the Center for Public 
Leadership at Harvard University’s John F. Kennedy School of Government in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, and a partner at Cambridge Leadership Associates, a consultancy in 
Cambridge. 

Emotional intelligence is necessary for leadership but not sufficient. Many people have 
some degree of emotional intelligence and can indeed empathize with and rouse 
followers; a few of them can even generate great charismatic authority. But I would 
argue that if they are using emotional intelligence solely to gain formal or informal 
authority, that’s not leadership at all. They are using their emotional intelligence to grasp 
what people want, only to pander to those desires in order to gain authority and 
influence. Easy answers sell. 

Leadership couples emotional intelligence with the courage to raise the tough questions, 
challenge people’s assumptions about strategy and operations—and risk losing their 
goodwill. It demands a commitment to serving others; skill at diagnostic, strategic, and 
tactical reasoning; the guts to get beneath the surface of tough realities; and the heart 
to take heat and grief. 

For example, David Duke did an extraordinary job of convincing Ku Klux Klan members 
to get out of their backyards and into hotel conference rooms. He brought his 
considerable emotional intelligence to bear, his capacity to empathize with his followers, 
to pluck their heartstrings in a powerful way that mobilized them. But he avoided asking 
his people the tough questions: Does our program actually solve our problem? How will 
creating a social structure of white supremacy give us the self-esteem we lack? How will 
it solve the problems of poverty, alcoholism, and family violence that corrode our sense 
of self-worth? 

Like Duke, many people with high emotional intelligence and charismatic authority aren’t 
interested in asking the deeper questions, because they get so much emotional gain 
from the adoring crowd. For them, that’s the end in itself. They’re satisfying their own 
hungers and vulnerabilities: their need to be liked; their need for power and control; or 
their need to be needed, to feel important, which renders them vulnerable to 
grandiosity. But that’s not primal leadership. It’s primal hunger for authority. 

Many people with high emotional intelligence aren’t 
interested in asking the deeper questions. 

Maintaining one’s primacy or position is not, in and of itself, leadership, however 
inspiring it may seem to be. Gaining primal authority is relatively easy. 
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 Ed Davidson is on top of the world, literally and figuratively, at the beginning of this 
fictional case study. He’s in the Swiss Alps, headed for Davos and his first experience as 
a delegate to the World Economic Forum’s annual conference. And he has reason to 
believe he is about to be made president of his company, Carston Waite—and therefore 
heir apparent to the CEO position. 

Then his phone rings. It’s his mentor, Frank Maugham, the CFO and a board member at 
Carston Waite, calling to inform him of a major setback. “David asked me to let you 
know you are not going to be named president,” he says. “At least not yet. He wants to 
stay close to the business.” But Frank has a plan to change the CEO’s mind. 

Meanwhile, Ed feels betrayed and humiliated—and his desire for revenge against the 
CEO mounts. When the news comes that Frank’s plan has failed and has cost Frank his 
job, Ed is already deep in a plot of his own. He’s in Davos because David had to back 
out; Ed is supposed to deliver the CEO’s remarks in his stead. But why not use this 
opportunity on the world stage instead to deal a parting blow? 

A psychoanalyst, a psychiatrist, an executive coach, and a governance expert comment 
on Ed’s state of mind and his best course of action. They are Kenneth Eisold, the 
president of the International Society for the Psychoanalytic Study of Organizations; Dee 
Soder, the founder and managing partner of the CEO Perspective Group; Jeffrey P. Kahn, 
the CEO of WorkPsych Associates; and Charles M. Elson, the Edgar S. Woolard, Jr., Chair 
of Corporate Governance at the University of Delaware. 
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 Leading by Feel  
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 Like it or not, leaders need to manage the mood of their organizations. The most gifted 
leaders accomplish that by using a mysterious blend of psychological abilities known as 
emotional intelligence. They are self-aware and empathetic. They can read and regulate 
their own emotions while intuitively grasping how others feel and gauging their 
organization’s emotional state. 

But where does emotional intelligence come from, and how do leaders learn to use it? In 
this article, 18 leaders and scholars (including business executives, leadership 
researchers, psychologists, an autism expert, and a symphony conductor) explore the 
nature and management of emotional intelligence—its sources, uses, and abuses. Their 
responses varied, but some common themes emerged: the importance of consciously—
and conscientiously—honing one’s skills, the double-edged nature of self-awareness, and 
the danger of letting any one emotional intelligence skill dominate. Among their 
observations: 

Psychology professor John Mayer, who codeveloped the concept of emotional 
intelligence, warns managers not to be confused by popular definitions of the term, 
which suggest that if you have a certain set of personality traits then you automatically 
possess emotional intelligence. Neuropsychologist Elkhonon Goldberg agrees with 
professors Daniel Goleman and Robert Goffee that emotional intelligence can be learned
—but only by people who already show an aptitude for it. Cult expert Janja Lalich points 
out that leaders can use their emotional intelligence skills for ill in the same way they 
can for good. “Sometimes the only difference is [the leader’s] intent,” she says. And 
business leaders Carol Bartz, William George, Sidney Harman, and Andrea Jung (of 
Autodesk, Medtronic, Harman International, and Avon respectively) describe situations in 
which emotional intelligence traits such as self-awareness and empathy have helped 
them and their companies perform at a higher level. 
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 Does using Tyco’s funds to purchase a $6,000 shower curtain and a $15,000 dog-shaped 
umbrella stand make Dennis Kozlowski a bad leader? Is Martha Stewart’s career any less 
instructive because she may have sold some shares on the basis of a tip-off? Is 
leadership synonymous with moral leadership? 

Before 1970, the answer from most leadership theorists would certainly have been no. 
Look at Hitler, Stalin, Pol Pot, Mao Tse-tung—great leaders all, but hardly good men. In 
fact, capricious, murderous, high-handed, corrupt, and evil leaders are effective and 
commonplace. Machiavelli celebrated them; the U.S. constitution built in safeguards 
against them. Everywhere, power goes hand in hand with corruption—everywhere, that 
is, except in the literature of business leadership. 

To read Tom Peters, Jay Conger, John Kotter, and most of their colleagues, leaders are, 
as Warren Bennis puts it, individuals who create shared meaning, have a distinctive 
voice, have the capacity to adapt, and have integrity. According to today’s business 
literature, to be a leader is, by definition, to be benevolent. 

But leadership is not a moral concept, and it is high time we acknowledge that fact. We 
have as much to learn from those we would regard as bad examples as we do from the 
far fewer good examples we’re presented with these days. 

 



Leaders are like the rest of us: trustworthy and deceitful, cowardly and brave, greedy 
and generous. To assume that all good leaders are good people is to be willfully blind to 
the reality of the human condition, and it severely limits our ability to become better 
leaders. Worse, it may cause senior executives to think that, because they are leaders, 
they are never deceitful, cowardly, or greedy. That way lies disaster. 

For information on an audio conference with Barbara Kellerman based on the concepts in 
this article, visit http://conferences.harvardbusinessonline.org 
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 Leaders go through many transitions in their careers. Each brings new crises and 
challenges—from taking over a damaged organization to having to fire somebody to 
passing the baton to the next generation. These moments can be wrenching—and can 
threaten your confidence—but they’re also predictable. Knowing what to expect can help 
you get through and perhaps emerge stronger. 

In this engaging article, Warren G. Bennis, professor and founding chairman of the 
University of Southern California’s Leadership Institute, reflects on leadership, 
recounting his own experiences as a young lieutenant in the infantry in World War II, as 
the new president of a university, and as the mentor to a unique nursing student. Bennis 
also describes the experiences of other leaders he has known throughout his career. 

Drawing on more than 50 years of academic research and business expertise—and 
borrowing from Shakespeare’s seven ages of man—Bennis says the leader’s life unfolds 
in seven stages. “The infant executive” seeks to recruit a mentor for guidance. “The 
schoolboy” must learn how to do the job in public, subjected to unsettling scrutiny of 
every word and act. “The lover with a woeful ballad” struggles with the tsunami of 
problems every organization presents. “The bearded soldier” must be willing—even eager
—to hire people better than he is, because he knows that talented underlings can help 
him shine. “The general” must become adept at not simply allowing people to speak the 
truth but at actually being able to hear what they are saying. “The statesman” is hard at 
work preparing to pass on wisdom in the interests of the organization. And, finally, “the 
sage” embraces the role of mentor to young executives. 

For information on an audio conference with Warren Bennis based on the concepts in this 
article, visit http://conferences.harvardbusinessonline.org. 
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 Leaders are vulnerable, too. That is, they can be led astray just as their followers can—
actually, by their followers. This happens in a variety of ways. 

Sometimes, good leaders end up making poor decisions because well-meaning followers 
are united and persuasive about a course of action. This is a particular problem for 
leaders who attract and empower strong followers. These executives need to become 
more skeptical of the majority view and push followers to examine their opinions more 
closely. 

At other times, leaders get into trouble because they are surrounded by followers who 
fool them with flattery and isolate them from uncomfortable realities. Charismatic 
leaders, who are most susceptible to this problem, need to make an extra effort to 
unearth disagreement and to find followers who are not afraid to pose hard questions. 
Organizational mechanisms like 360-degree feedback and executive coaching can help 
these leaders get at the truth within their companies. 

Finally, unscrupulous and ambitious followers may end up encroaching on the authority 
of the leader to such an extent that the leader becomes little more than a figurehead 
who has responsibility but no power. There’s not much leaders can do to completely 
guard against a determined corporate Iago, but those who communicate and live by a 
positive set of values will find themselves better protected. And since followers tend to 
model themselves after their leaders, the straightforward leader is less likely to have 
manipulative followers. 

In this article, George Washington University professor Lynn Offermann explores each of 
these dynamics in depth, arguing that leaders need to stir debate, look for friends who 
can deliver bad news, and communicate and act on a solid set of values. 
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 Much of the business literature on leadership starts with the assumption that leaders are 
rational beings. But irrationality is integral to human nature, and inner conflict often 
contributes to the drive to succeed. Although a number of business scholars have 
explored the psychology of executives, Manfred F.R. Kets de Vries has made the analysis 
of CEOs his life’s work. 

In this article, Kets de Vries, a psychoanalyst, author, and Insead professor, draws on 
three decades of study to describe the psychological profile of successful CEOs. He 
explores senior executives’ vulnerabilities, which are often intensified by followers’ 
attempts to manipulate their leaders. Leaders, he says, have an uncanny ability to 
awaken transferential processes—in which people transfer the dynamics of past 
relationships onto present interactions—among their employees and even in themselves. 
These processes can present themselves in a number of ways, sometimes negatively. 

What’s more, many top executives, being middle-aged, suffer from depression. Midlife 
prompts a reappraisal of career identity, and by the time a leader is a CEO, an 
existential crisis is often imminent. This can happen with anyone, but the probability is 
higher with CEOs and senior executives because so many have devoted themselves 
exclusively to work. 

 



Not all CEOs are psychologically unhealthy, of course. Healthy leaders are talented in 
self-observation and self-analysis, Kets de Vries says. The best are highly motivated to 
spend time on self-reflection. Their lives are in balance, they can play, they are creative 
and inventive, and they have the capacity to be nonconformist. “Those who accept the 
madness in themselves may be the healthiest leaders of all,” he concludes. 

 Best of HBR  

 Managers and Leaders: Are They Different?  
 Abraham Zaleznik  
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 Managers and leaders are two very different types of people. Managers’ goals arise out 
of necessities rather than desires; they excel at defusing conflicts between individuals or 
departments, placating all sides while ensuring that an organization’s day-to-day 
business gets done. Leaders, on the other hand, adopt personal, active attitudes toward 
goals. They look for the opportunities and rewards that lie around the corner, inspiring 
subordinates and firing up the creative process with their own energy. Their relationships 
with employees and coworkers are intense, and their working environment is often 
chaotic. 

In this article, first published in 1977, the author argues that businesses need both 
managers and leaders to survive and succeed. But in the larger U.S. organizations of 
that time, a “managerial mystique” seemed to perpetuate the development of 
managerial personalities—people who rely on, and strive to maintain, orderly work 
patterns. The managerial power ethic favors collective leadership and seeks to avoid 
risk. 

That same managerial mystique can stifle leaders’ development—How can an 
entrepreneurial spirit develop when it is submerged in a conservative environment and 
denied personal attention? Mentor relationships are crucial to the development of 
leadership personalities, but in large, bureaucratic organizations, such relationships are 
not encouraged. 

Businesses must find ways to train good managers and develop leaders at the same 
time. Without a solid organizational framework, even leaders with the most brilliant 
ideas may spin their wheels, frustrating coworkers and accomplishing little. But without 
the entrepreneurial culture that develops when a leader is at the helm of an 
organization, a business will stagnate and rapidly lose competitive power. 
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 Daniel Goleman  
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 When asked to define the ideal leader, many would emphasize traits such as intelligence, 
toughness, determination, and vision—the qualities traditionally associated with 
leadership. Such skills and smarts are necessary but insufficient qualities for the leader. 
Often left off the list are softer, more personal qualities—but they are also essential. 
Although a certain degree of analytical and technical skill is a minimum requirement for 
success, studies indicate that emotional intelligence may be the key attribute that 
distinguishes outstanding performers from those who are merely adequate. 

Psychologist and author Daniel Goleman first brought the term “emotional intelligence” 
to a wide audience with his 1995 book of the same name, and Goleman first applied the 
concept to business with this 1998 classic HBR article. In his research at nearly 200 
large, global companies, Goleman found that truly effective leaders are distinguished by 
a high degree of emotional intelligence. Without it, a person can have first-class training, 
an incisive mind, and an endless supply of good ideas, but he still won’t be a great 
leader. 

The chief components of emotional intelligence—self-awareness, self-regulation, 
motivation, empathy, and social skill—can sound unbusinesslike, but Goleman, cochair of 
the Consortium for Research on Emotional Intelligence in Organizations, based at 
Rutgers University, found direct ties between emotional intelligence and measurable 
business results. The notion of emotional intelligence and its relevance to business has 
continued to spark debate over the past six years, but Goleman’s article remains the 
definitive reference on the subject, with a detailed discussion of each component of 
emotional intelligence, how to recognize it in potential leaders, how and why it connects 
to performance, and how it can be learned. 
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 In the winter of 2000, at the height of the dot-com boom, business leaders posed for the 
covers of Time, BusinessWeek, and the Economist with the aplomb and confidence of 
rock stars. These were a different breed from their counterparts of just ten or 20 years 
before, who shunned the press and whose comments were carefully crafted by corporate 
PR departments. 

Such love of the limelight often stems from what Freud called a narcissistic personality, 
says psychoanalyst and anthropologist Michael Maccoby in this HBR classic first 
published in the January–February 2000 issue. 

Narcissists are good for companies in extraordinary times, those that need people with 
the passion and daring to take them in new directions. But narcissists can also lead 
companies into disaster by refusing to listen to the advice and warnings of their 
managers. It’s not always true, as Andy Grove famously put it, that only the paranoid 
survive. 

Most business advice is focused on the more analytic personality that Freud labeled 
obsessive. But recommendations about creating teamwork and being more receptive to 
subordinates will not resonate with narcissists. They didn’t get where they are by 
listening to others, so why should they listen to anyone when they’re at the top of their 
game? 

Narcissists who want to overcome the limits of their personalities must work as hard at 
that as they do at business success. One solution is to find a trusted sidekick, who can 

 



point out the operational requirements of the narcissistic leader’s often overly grandiose 
vision and keep him rooted in reality. Another is to take a leap of faith and go into 
psychoanalysis, which can give these leaders the tools to overcome their sometimes fatal 
character flaws. 

 Understanding Leadership  
 W.C.H. Prentice  
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 The would-be analyst of leadership usually studies popularity, power, showmanship, or 
wisdom in long-range planning. But none of these qualities is the essence of leadership. 
Leadership is the accomplishment of a goal through the direction of human assistants—a 
human and social achievement that stems from the leader’s understanding of his or her 
fellow workers and the relationship of their individual goals to the group’s aim. 

To be successful, leaders must learn two basic lessons: People are complex, and people 
are different. Human beings respond not only to the traditional carrot and stick but also 
to ambition, patriotism, love of the good and the beautiful, boredom, self-doubt, and 
many other desires and emotions. One person may find satisfaction in solving intellectual 
problems but may never be given the opportunity to explore how that satisfaction can be 
applied to business. Another may need a friendly, admiring relationship and may be 
constantly frustrated by the failure of his superior to recognize and take advantage of 
that need. 

In this article, first published in HBR’s September–October 1961 issue, W.C.H. Prentice 
argues that by responding to such individual patterns, the leader will be able to create 
genuinely intrinsic interest in the work. Ideally, Prentice says, managerial dominions 
should be small enough that every supervisor can know those who report to him or her 
as human beings. 

Prentice calls for democratic leadership that, without creating anarchy, gives employees 
opportunities to learn and grow. This concept, along with his rejection of the notion that 
leadership is the exercise of power or the possession of extraordinary analytical skill, 
foreshadows the work of more recent authors such as Abraham Zaleznik and Daniel 
Goleman, who have fundamentally changed the way we look at leadership. 

 

 In Closing  

 The Highway of the Mind  
 Thomas A. Stewart  
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 Businesspeople tend to be extroverts, taking a lively interest in others and preferring 
action to introspection. But to be fully effective as leaders, they must learn to navigate 
the twists and turns of their emotions and those of the people around them. 
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 Leadership—Warts and All  

 If you look through the academic literature on leadership, you might 
conclude that every leader is good, or at least well intentioned. We could 
all benefit from a dose of realism.

 

 by Barbara Kellerman  

 “We tell ourselves stories in order to live,” Joan Didion once wrote, to explain the 
unfounded optimism human beings display. Good stories make the world more bearable. 
Inevitably, therefore, we want to tell—and be told—stories that make us feel better, 
even if that means that we don’t get as complete a picture as we need. 

People who study leaders have fallen victim to this instinct in a big way. In the 
leadership literature of the past several decades, almost all successful authors have fed 
into their readers’ (and perhaps their own) yearnings for feel-good stories. Just reflect 
on some of the best sellers of the last 20 to 30 years: Thomas J. Peters and Robert H. 
Waterman, Jr.’s In Search of Excellence; Warren Bennis and Burt Nanus’s Leaders: 
Strategies for Taking Charge; John P. Kotter’s A Force for Change: How Leadership 
Differs from Management; and Jay A. Conger and Beth Benjamin’s Building Leaders. 
Although a few authors have recently taken exception to the blind belief in the inherent 
goodness of leadership—notably Sydney Finkelstein in his book Why Smart Executives 
Fail and What You Can Learn from Their Mistakes—most of the hugely successful 
scholars argue, often with passion, that effective leaders are persons of merit, or at least 
of good intentions. It almost seems that by definition bad people cannot be good 
leaders. 

If most leaders were worthy people, it would be easy to understand why we accentuate 
the positive. But the reality is, of course, that flawed leaders are everywhere. In 
corporations, overweening personal ambition and greed have driven many a CEO to run 
afoul of the law. In the last couple of years alone, scores of powerful and successful 
executives have been indicted for financial wrongdoing of various kinds. Think of Andy 
Fastow of Enron and Dennis Kozlowski at Tyco. Even homemaking diva Martha Stewart 
has joined the ranks of the indicted. As the New York Times wryly quipped, it now “takes 
a scorecard to keep up with corporate scandals in America.” 

Of course, corporations don’t have a corner on the market in bad leaders. Politics is 
replete with the most extreme of examples. Hitler, Stalin, and Pol Pot come immediately 
to mind: all power-mad and evil but nonetheless highly effective as leaders. These 
extreme cases aside, stories about the failings of more reasonable public officials litter 
the newspaper headlines. Consider Peter Mandelson, a member of Tony Blair’s cabinet, 
respected both for his political skills and his understanding of public policy. In 1998, 
Mandelson was forced to resign from the cabinet after it was revealed that he had 
accepted an improper loan of £373,000 to help buy a swanky home in London’s Notting 
Hill. 

And, certainly, it doesn’t end there. Accounts of the “wayward shepherds” in the Roman 
Catholic Church, as one journalist put it, continue to mount. To name just two of the 
highest profile examples: In 2003, a grand jury alleged that Roman Catholic authorities 
on Long Island, New York, had long conspired to protect 58 “rogue clergymen” from 
facing charges of sexual abuse. And in Boston, no fewer than 86 people filed civil 
lawsuits against John J. Geoghan, the convicted child molester who was later murdered 
in prison. Again and again, the suits alleged Cardinal Bernard F. Law, archbishop of the 
Boston Catholic Archdiocese for 18 years, returned Geoghan to parish work although Law 
had evidence that Geoghan repeatedly molested boys. 

It is impossible to deny that bad or at least unworthy people often occupy and 
successfully fill top leadership positions, and it is high time leadership experts 
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acknowledge the fact. For, contrary to the expectations of these experts, we have as 
much to learn from people we would regard as bad examples as we do from the far less 
numerous good examples we’re presented with these days. Is Martha Stewart’s career 
as a successful entrepreneur any the less instructive because she may have once sold 
some shares on the basis of a tip-off? Does Law’s gross negligence on the issue of child 
abuse negate the fact that during his years in Boston he effectively managed to balance 
his traditional view of the church with progressive positions on discrimination and 
poverty? In the following pages, I shall attempt to explain how we came to accept such a 
skewed, moralistic understanding of leadership and in doing so I hope to put the warts—
and the reality—back into the picture. 

Leaders Weren’t Always Nice 

Although most contemporary scholarship is focused on leaders who are blemish-free, it 
was not always that way. Throughout history nearly all the great political theorists have 
recognized the reality of bad leaders, often accentuating the need to control their 
malicious tendencies. Influenced by religious traditions that focus on good and evil, and 
often personally affected by the trauma of war and internal disorder, political thinkers in 
former times took rather a jaundiced view of human nature. 

Consider Machiavelli, a player in fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Florentine politics and 
often a witness to brutal warfare. Famous for his advice to political players in his classic 
book The Prince, Machiavelli outlined opportunities associated with forceful leadership. 
For most of us, coercive leadership almost by definition equals bad leadership. But as 
someone who was familiar both with the ways of the world and with the human psyche, 
Machiavelli argued that the only truly bad leadership is weak leadership. His philosophy 
was predicated on the assumption that some leaders need to use force to hold personal 
power and to maintain public order. Machiavelli, therefore, actually admired 
unscrupulous leaders who exercised power and authority with an iron fist. And in The 
Prince, he wrote with apparent calm about the occasional need judiciously to apply 
“cruelties”: “When he seizes a state, the new ruler ought to determine all the injuries 
that he will need to inflict.…Whoever acts otherwise, either through timidity or bad 
advice, is always forced to have the knife ready in his hand, and he can never depend on 
his subjects because they, suffering fresh and continuous violence, can never feel secure 
with regard to him.” 

Like Machiavelli, the Founding Fathers of the United States had personal experience of 
bad leadership, and they thought about it a great deal. Indeed, they were some of the 
greatest students of leadership of all time. But their reaction to bad leadership could 
hardly have been further from that of the author of The Prince. They understood that 
leadership is easily corrupted and often malign, and therefore they went to extraordinary 
lengths to construct a constitution that makes it hard for leaders to accomplish much 
without the negotiated consent of their followers. Thus, in contrast to modern leadership 
experts who focus on how leaders can be more effective, the Founding Fathers looked 
for ways to rein leaders in, to ensure that leaders could act only after building a coalition 
of partners. 

In The Federalist, for example, Alexander Hamilton dedicated an entire paper to 
exploring the differences between the proposed presidency and the distant, detested 
monarchy with which his American audience had struggled. The king of Great Britain was 
a dreaded hereditary monarch; by contrast, the American president would be elected for 
only four years. The king’s position was sacred and inviolable, but the president could be 
impeached, tried, and, under certain conditions, even removed from office. In short, the 
U.S. Constitution was created to preclude the possibility that bad leadership could 
become entrenched. The very idea of checks and balances grew out of the framers’ 
suspicion that unless the proposed government had a balance of power, then power 
would almost certainly be abused. 

We know this. How could we not, after the twentieth century, with not just Stalin, Hitler, 
and Pol Pot but Idi Amin, Mao Tse-tung, and Sloboban Milosevic? As the late Leo 
Strauss, a professor of political philosophy at the University of Chicago, bitterly put it in 
his classic treatise On Tyranny, the tyrannies of the twentieth century are so horrendous 
that they “surpass the boldest imagination of the most powerful thinkers of the past.” 
Having barely escaped the Holocaust, Strauss recognized what our leadership experts 
seem to have forgotten: Capricious, murderous, high-handed, corrupt, and evil leaders 
are effective and everywhere—except in the literature of business leadership. 

Where the Theory Went Wrong 

To grasp how dramatically we have moved in our thinking on leadership from Machiavelli 



and Hamilton, it is helpful to see how the words “leader” and “leadership” in everyday 
language have acquired an inherently positive bias. Consider Lawrence Summers’s 
speech when he assumed the presidency of Harvard University in 2001: “In this new 
century, nothing will matter more than the education of future leaders.” Harvard’s 
“Statement of Values,” published in August 2002, picks up this same optimism when it 
says that the university “aspires…to prepare individuals for life, work, and leadership.” In 
both cases, the words “leader” and “leadership” have been transformed from their 
Hamiltonian sense. Of course, Harvard is not alone in equating the word “leader” with 
outstanding human qualities. Yale president Richard Levin claims that the university’s 
goal is to become truly global by “educating leaders.” As we have already seen, most 
popular books on business leadership also equate the term with good leadership, and 
many books on political leadership follow suit. 

The start of the transformation of leadership into something overwhelmingly positive can 
be traced in part to James MacGregor Burns. A biographer of Franklin Delano Roosevelt, 
Burns is a Pulitzer Prize–winning historian and political scientist of impeccable repute. In 
1978, Burns published Leadership, an analysis and distillation of what he had learned 
about the subject in his lifelong study of politics. The book had a major impact both 
because of Burns’s stature and because it appeared just before the teaching and study of 
leadership began its rapid growth. In it, Burns differentiated between “leaders,” who by 
definition take the motives and goals of followers into account, and lesser mortals whom 
he labeled “power wielders.” Burns’s position was uncompromising: “Power wielders may 
treat people as things. Leaders may not.” Burns’s definition of leadership continues to 
dominate the field. For example, in the 2003 introduction to his widely read book On 
Becoming a Leader, Warren Bennis restates the position he took when the book first 
came out in 1989: Leaders create shared meaning, have a distinctive voice, have the 
capacity to adapt, and have integrity. In other words, for both Bennis and Burns—and 
indeed for most of their colleagues—to be a leader is, by definition, to be benevolent. 

At about the same time as Burns’s book appeared, another group of leadership theorists, 
led by Abraham Zaleznik, a psychoanalyst on the faculty of Harvard Business School, 
started to draw a distinction between “leaders” and “managers.” In this construction, the 
leader is an inspirational and aspirational figure, while the manager handles the duller 
tasks of administration and maintains organizational discipline. (Zaleznik’s classic HBR 
article, “Managers and Leaders: Are They Different?” is reprinted in this issue.) But by 
casting the leader in such a heroic light, these leadership theorists only strengthened the 
confusion between leadership and goodness. 

Some leaders achieve great things by capitalizing on 
the dark sides of their souls. 

Business gurus were as much responding to market forces as propounding a new 
doctrine. During the last 25 years, the leadership field developed primarily in response to 
the needs of American corporations, which by the mid-1970s were running into trouble. 
As Rosabeth Moss Kanter put it in her book The Change Masters, published in 1983, “Not 
long ago, American companies seemed to control the world in which they operated.” 
Now, she said, they are in a much scarier place, in which the control of oil by OPEC, 
foreign competition (then primarily from Japan), inflation, and regulation “disturb the 
smooth workings of corporate machines and threaten to overwhelm us.” In response to 
this growing concern, American companies turned to business schools for concrete help 
in fixing what was wrong, and it is around this time that the leadership industry may be 
said to have begun in earnest. In 1982, funds were pledged to Harvard Business School 
to endow the Konosuke Matsushita Professor of Leadership, and there are now similar 
leadership chairs at other universities, including Columbia and the University of 
Michigan. 

The fact that the contemporary leadership field is an American product—an American 
seed planted in American soil and harvested by American scholars, educators, and 
consultants—has profound implications for how we understand leaders. For one thing, 
current views of leaders have taken on aspects of the American national character. In 
particular, the positive thinking that infuses our national spirit finds its way into our 
leadership training. So, too, does the American dedication to self-improvement. Almost 
without exception, America’s most popular leaders have personified this sense of 
possibility. Ronald Reagan captured the sentiment during one of the 1980 presidential 
debates. Evoking Thomas Paine and John Winthrop, he declared: “I believe…together we 
can begin the world over again. We can meet our destiny—and that destiny is to build a 
land here that will be, for all mankind, a shining city on a hill.” 

What We Can Learn from Bad Leaders 



While the optimism of a Ronald Reagan can be highly inspirational—and even effective—
as Reagan’s own presidency showed, it can also lead to simplistic ideas about who 
leaders are and what they can do. Reagan himself provides us with many examples. 
Biographer Lou Cannon pointed out one: “The president was so cut off from the counsel 
of black Americans that he sometimes did not even realize when he was offending 
them.” 

People can easily accept the idea that there are lessons to be found in success stories. 
But it’s a mistake to assume that we can learn nothing from fallen leaders. Indeed, some 
leaders achieve great things by capitalizing on the dark sides of their souls. Richard Nixon
—relegated by many to the realm of mere “power wielder” after Watergate—was able to 
inaugurate diplomatic relations with China by capitalizing on his famous paranoia. No 
one thought that a suspicious and obsessed Nixon would be soft on Communism! Even 
monsters can teach us something about how to lead people. Hitler, for example, was a 
master of manipulating communications. 

Likewise, many a lesson can be learned from business leaders’ blunders and even from 
their malfeasance. Take the case of Howell Raines, the former executive editor of the 
New York Times. In the last several years, no leader has fallen further faster than 
Raines, who was forced to resign after only 21 months on the job. According to popular 
analysis, Raines had to go because reporter Jayson Blair committed multiple 
transgressions on Raines’s watch. Raines might have survived his trial by fire if only he 
had not had a reputation for being high-handed and callous. No one who worked for 
Raines loved him; some people even considered him tyrannical. 

But in all the postmortems about what Raines did wrong, few people have stopped to ask 
what he did right. We can safely assume that a man like Howell Raines did not get 
offered the most prestigious job in American journalism without being prodigiously 
gifted. The fact is that Raines was one of the great talents in the newspaper business. He 
had experience and expertise (he won his own Pulitzer Prize), and he had a stunning 
record of accomplishment. Under his leadership, the New York Times won an 
unprecedented seven Pulitzers for its coverage of the issues relating to the terrorist 
attacks of September 11, 2001. 

Someday, when the story is dissected more dispassionately, I believe that we will find 
something to learn from Howell Raines’s failure. Raines was a man of first-rate functional 
talent—an excellent writer, accomplished editor, a man with an unparalleled news sense 
and knowledge of how to cover a big story. What he failed to recognize, it seems, is that 
expertise is only one dimension of leadership and can even be a misleading one. 
Rewarding only technical merit and ambition, as Raines did, leads to a distorted kind of 
management and a lack of checks and balances on the team. 

Raines, of course, isn’t the only fallen leader from whom we can learn. On June 4, 2002, 
Manhattan District Attorney Robert Morgenthau announced the indictment of former 
Tyco CEO Dennis Kozlowski for allegedly evading more than $1 million in taxes on 
purchases of fine art. It was not that Kozlowski needed to shortchange the government; 
in 1999, his total pay was around $170 million. Rather, it was that after a remarkably 
successful run as a corporate leader, Kozlowski’s impudence caught up with him. 

Much has been made in the press of Kozlowski’s lavish purchases—his $6,000 shower 
curtain, $17,000 traveling toilette box, $1,650 appointment book, and his $15,000 dog-
shaped umbrella stand. But there was another side to the man. For in addition to 
throwing a multimillion-dollar birthday party for his wife on company money, Kozlowski 
was a very gifted CEO whom businesspeople once talked about as a second Jack Welch. 
Since 1992, Kozlowski oversaw an ambitious campaign in which Tyco acquired more 
than $50 billion in new businesses. Indeed, the habit of successfully swallowing up 
companies landed Kozlowski on the cover of several business magazines, one of which 
dubbed him “The Most Aggressive CEO.” 

As with Raines, Kozlowski’s strengths and weaknesses were inextricably linked. A leader 
who was driven by a high-stakes mentality, Kozlowski showed almost no fear when 
taking enormous risks, a tactic that often paid off in his acquisition strategy. But that 
same mind-set led to excruciating misjudgments in his personal life, eventually ruining 
his career. Could Kozlowski have had the good side of leadership without the bad? 
Probably not, for most leaders have both. It is when they are unaware of their darker 
sides, and so fail to guard against them, that they fall from grace. Once again, the real 
problem is not so much that leaders have their dark side; rather it is that they—and 
everyone else—choose to pretend they don’t. 



Scholars should remind us that leadership is not a moral 
concept. 

• • • 

Scholars should remind us that leadership is not a moral concept. Leaders are like the 
rest of us: trustworthy and deceitful, cowardly and brave, greedy and generous. To 
assume that all good leaders are good people is to be willfully blind to the reality of the 
human condition, and it severely limits our scope for becoming more effective at 
leadership. Worse, it may cause the leaders among us to kid themselves into thinking 
that, because they are leaders, they must be trustworthy, brave, and generous and that 
they are never deceitful, cowardly, or greedy. That way lies disaster, for as we should all 
have learned by now, it is only when we recognize and manage our failings that we can 
achieve greatness—as people and as a society. Knowing that, then we can begin to 
explore the more interesting questions of leadership: Why do leaders behave badly? Why 
do followers follow bad leaders? How can bad leadership be slowed or even stopped?
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 Leadership—Warts and All  

 If you look through the academic literature on leadership, you might 
conclude that every leader is good, or at least well intentioned. We could 
all benefit from a dose of realism.

 

 by Barbara Kellerman  

Barbara Kellerman is the research director of the Center for Public Leadership and a lecturer in public 
policy at Harvard’s John F. Kennedy School of Government in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Formerly the 
director of the Center for the Advanced Study of Leadership at the University of Maryland, she has written 
and edited many books on leadership, including her forthcoming Bad Leadership (Harvard Business School 
Press, 2004).  

 “We tell ourselves stories in order to live,” Joan Didion once wrote, to explain the 
unfounded optimism human beings display. Good stories make the world more bearable. 
Inevitably, therefore, we want to tell—and be told—stories that make us feel better, 
even if that means that we don’t get as complete a picture as we need. 

People who study leaders have fallen victim to this instinct in a big way. In the 
leadership literature of the past several decades, almost all successful authors have fed 
into their readers’ (and perhaps their own) yearnings for feel-good stories. Just reflect 
on some of the best sellers of the last 20 to 30 years: Thomas J. Peters and Robert H. 
Waterman, Jr.’s In Search of Excellence; Warren Bennis and Burt Nanus’s Leaders: 
Strategies for Taking Charge; John P. Kotter’s A Force for Change: How Leadership 
Differs from Management; and Jay A. Conger and Beth Benjamin’s Building Leaders. 
Although a few authors have recently taken exception to the blind belief in the inherent 
goodness of leadership—notably Sydney Finkelstein in his book Why Smart Executives 
Fail and What You Can Learn from Their Mistakes—most of the hugely successful 
scholars argue, often with passion, that effective leaders are persons of merit, or at least 
of good intentions. It almost seems that by definition bad people cannot be good 
leaders. 

If most leaders were worthy people, it would be easy to understand why we accentuate 
the positive. But the reality is, of course, that flawed leaders are everywhere. In 
corporations, overweening personal ambition and greed have driven many a CEO to run 
afoul of the law. In the last couple of years alone, scores of powerful and successful 
executives have been indicted for financial wrongdoing of various kinds. Think of Andy 
Fastow of Enron and Dennis Kozlowski at Tyco. Even homemaking diva Martha Stewart 
has joined the ranks of the indicted. As the New York Times wryly quipped, it now “takes 
a scorecard to keep up with corporate scandals in America.” 

Of course, corporations don’t have a corner on the market in bad leaders. Politics is 
replete with the most extreme of examples. Hitler, Stalin, and Pol Pot come immediately 
to mind: all power-mad and evil but nonetheless highly effective as leaders. These 
extreme cases aside, stories about the failings of more reasonable public officials litter 
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the newspaper headlines. Consider Peter Mandelson, a member of Tony Blair’s cabinet, 
respected both for his political skills and his understanding of public policy. In 1998, 
Mandelson was forced to resign from the cabinet after it was revealed that he had 
accepted an improper loan of £373,000 to help buy a swanky home in London’s Notting 
Hill. 

And, certainly, it doesn’t end there. Accounts of the “wayward shepherds” in the Roman 
Catholic Church, as one journalist put it, continue to mount. To name just two of the 
highest profile examples: In 2003, a grand jury alleged that Roman Catholic authorities 
on Long Island, New York, had long conspired to protect 58 “rogue clergymen” from 
facing charges of sexual abuse. And in Boston, no fewer than 86 people filed civil 
lawsuits against John J. Geoghan, the convicted child molester who was later murdered 
in prison. Again and again, the suits alleged Cardinal Bernard F. Law, archbishop of the 
Boston Catholic Archdiocese for 18 years, returned Geoghan to parish work although Law 
had evidence that Geoghan repeatedly molested boys. 

It is impossible to deny that bad or at least unworthy people often occupy and 
successfully fill top leadership positions, and it is high time leadership experts 
acknowledge the fact. For, contrary to the expectations of these experts, we have as 
much to learn from people we would regard as bad examples as we do from the far less 
numerous good examples we’re presented with these days. Is Martha Stewart’s career 
as a successful entrepreneur any the less instructive because she may have once sold 
some shares on the basis of a tip-off? Does Law’s gross negligence on the issue of child 
abuse negate the fact that during his years in Boston he effectively managed to balance 
his traditional view of the church with progressive positions on discrimination and 
poverty? In the following pages, I shall attempt to explain how we came to accept such a 
skewed, moralistic understanding of leadership and in doing so I hope to put the warts—
and the reality—back into the picture. 

Leaders Weren’t Always Nice 

Although most contemporary scholarship is focused on leaders who are blemish-free, it 
was not always that way. Throughout history nearly all the great political theorists have 
recognized the reality of bad leaders, often accentuating the need to control their 
malicious tendencies. Influenced by religious traditions that focus on good and evil, and 
often personally affected by the trauma of war and internal disorder, political thinkers in 
former times took rather a jaundiced view of human nature. 

Consider Machiavelli, a player in fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Florentine politics and 
often a witness to brutal warfare. Famous for his advice to political players in his classic 
book The Prince, Machiavelli outlined opportunities associated with forceful leadership. 
For most of us, coercive leadership almost by definition equals bad leadership. But as 
someone who was familiar both with the ways of the world and with the human psyche, 
Machiavelli argued that the only truly bad leadership is weak leadership. His philosophy 
was predicated on the assumption that some leaders need to use force to hold personal 
power and to maintain public order. Machiavelli, therefore, actually admired 
unscrupulous leaders who exercised power and authority with an iron fist. And in The 
Prince, he wrote with apparent calm about the occasional need judiciously to apply 
“cruelties”: “When he seizes a state, the new ruler ought to determine all the injuries 
that he will need to inflict.…Whoever acts otherwise, either through timidity or bad 
advice, is always forced to have the knife ready in his hand, and he can never depend on 
his subjects because they, suffering fresh and continuous violence, can never feel secure 
with regard to him.” 

Like Machiavelli, the Founding Fathers of the United States had personal experience of 



bad leadership, and they thought about it a great deal. Indeed, they were some of the 
greatest students of leadership of all time. But their reaction to bad leadership could 
hardly have been further from that of the author of The Prince. They understood that 
leadership is easily corrupted and often malign, and therefore they went to extraordinary 
lengths to construct a constitution that makes it hard for leaders to accomplish much 
without the negotiated consent of their followers. Thus, in contrast to modern leadership 
experts who focus on how leaders can be more effective, the Founding Fathers looked 
for ways to rein leaders in, to ensure that leaders could act only after building a coalition 
of partners. 

In The Federalist, for example, Alexander Hamilton dedicated an entire paper to 
exploring the differences between the proposed presidency and the distant, detested 
monarchy with which his American audience had struggled. The king of Great Britain was 
a dreaded hereditary monarch; by contrast, the American president would be elected for 
only four years. The king’s position was sacred and inviolable, but the president could be 
impeached, tried, and, under certain conditions, even removed from office. In short, the 
U.S. Constitution was created to preclude the possibility that bad leadership could 
become entrenched. The very idea of checks and balances grew out of the framers’ 
suspicion that unless the proposed government had a balance of power, then power 
would almost certainly be abused. 

We know this. How could we not, after the twentieth century, with not just Stalin, Hitler, 
and Pol Pot but Idi Amin, Mao Tse-tung, and Sloboban Milosevic? As the late Leo 
Strauss, a professor of political philosophy at the University of Chicago, bitterly put it in 
his classic treatise On Tyranny, the tyrannies of the twentieth century are so horrendous 
that they “surpass the boldest imagination of the most powerful thinkers of the past.” 
Having barely escaped the Holocaust, Strauss recognized what our leadership experts 
seem to have forgotten: Capricious, murderous, high-handed, corrupt, and evil leaders 
are effective and everywhere—except in the literature of business leadership. 

Where the Theory Went Wrong 

To grasp how dramatically we have moved in our thinking on leadership from Machiavelli 
and Hamilton, it is helpful to see how the words “leader” and “leadership” in everyday 
language have acquired an inherently positive bias. Consider Lawrence Summers’s 
speech when he assumed the presidency of Harvard University in 2001: “In this new 
century, nothing will matter more than the education of future leaders.” Harvard’s 
“Statement of Values,” published in August 2002, picks up this same optimism when it 
says that the university “aspires…to prepare individuals for life, work, and leadership.” In 
both cases, the words “leader” and “leadership” have been transformed from their 
Hamiltonian sense. Of course, Harvard is not alone in equating the word “leader” with 
outstanding human qualities. Yale president Richard Levin claims that the university’s 
goal is to become truly global by “educating leaders.” As we have already seen, most 
popular books on business leadership also equate the term with good leadership, and 
many books on political leadership follow suit. 

The start of the transformation of leadership into something overwhelmingly positive can 
be traced in part to James MacGregor Burns. A biographer of Franklin Delano Roosevelt, 
Burns is a Pulitzer Prize–winning historian and political scientist of impeccable repute. In 
1978, Burns published Leadership, an analysis and distillation of what he had learned 
about the subject in his lifelong study of politics. The book had a major impact both 
because of Burns’s stature and because it appeared just before the teaching and study of 
leadership began its rapid growth. In it, Burns differentiated between “leaders,” who by 
definition take the motives and goals of followers into account, and lesser mortals whom 
he labeled “power wielders.” Burns’s position was uncompromising: “Power wielders may 



treat people as things. Leaders may not.” Burns’s definition of leadership continues to 
dominate the field. For example, in the 2003 introduction to his widely read book On 
Becoming a Leader, Warren Bennis restates the position he took when the book first 
came out in 1989: Leaders create shared meaning, have a distinctive voice, have the 
capacity to adapt, and have integrity. In other words, for both Bennis and Burns—and 
indeed for most of their colleagues—to be a leader is, by definition, to be benevolent. 

At about the same time as Burns’s book appeared, another group of leadership theorists, 
led by Abraham Zaleznik, a psychoanalyst on the faculty of Harvard Business School, 
started to draw a distinction between “leaders” and “managers.” In this construction, the 
leader is an inspirational and aspirational figure, while the manager handles the duller 
tasks of administration and maintains organizational discipline. (Zaleznik’s classic HBR 
article, “Managers and Leaders: Are They Different?” is reprinted in this issue.) But by 
casting the leader in such a heroic light, these leadership theorists only strengthened the 
confusion between leadership and goodness. 

Some leaders achieve great things by capitalizing on 
the dark sides of their souls. 

Business gurus were as much responding to market forces as propounding a new 
doctrine. During the last 25 years, the leadership field developed primarily in response to 
the needs of American corporations, which by the mid-1970s were running into trouble. 
As Rosabeth Moss Kanter put it in her book The Change Masters, published in 1983, “Not 
long ago, American companies seemed to control the world in which they operated.” 
Now, she said, they are in a much scarier place, in which the control of oil by OPEC, 
foreign competition (then primarily from Japan), inflation, and regulation “disturb the 
smooth workings of corporate machines and threaten to overwhelm us.” In response to 
this growing concern, American companies turned to business schools for concrete help 
in fixing what was wrong, and it is around this time that the leadership industry may be 
said to have begun in earnest. In 1982, funds were pledged to Harvard Business School 
to endow the Konosuke Matsushita Professor of Leadership, and there are now similar 
leadership chairs at other universities, including Columbia and the University of 
Michigan. 

The fact that the contemporary leadership field is an American product—an American 
seed planted in American soil and harvested by American scholars, educators, and 
consultants—has profound implications for how we understand leaders. For one thing, 
current views of leaders have taken on aspects of the American national character. In 
particular, the positive thinking that infuses our national spirit finds its way into our 
leadership training. So, too, does the American dedication to self-improvement. Almost 
without exception, America’s most popular leaders have personified this sense of 
possibility. Ronald Reagan captured the sentiment during one of the 1980 presidential 
debates. Evoking Thomas Paine and John Winthrop, he declared: “I believe…together we 
can begin the world over again. We can meet our destiny—and that destiny is to build a 
land here that will be, for all mankind, a shining city on a hill.” 

What We Can Learn from Bad Leaders 

While the optimism of a Ronald Reagan can be highly inspirational—and even effective—
as Reagan’s own presidency showed, it can also lead to simplistic ideas about who 
leaders are and what they can do. Reagan himself provides us with many examples. 
Biographer Lou Cannon pointed out one: “The president was so cut off from the counsel 
of black Americans that he sometimes did not even realize when he was offending 
them.” 



People can easily accept the idea that there are lessons to be found in success stories. 
But it’s a mistake to assume that we can learn nothing from fallen leaders. Indeed, some 
leaders achieve great things by capitalizing on the dark sides of their souls. Richard Nixon
—relegated by many to the realm of mere “power wielder” after Watergate—was able to 
inaugurate diplomatic relations with China by capitalizing on his famous paranoia. No 
one thought that a suspicious and obsessed Nixon would be soft on Communism! Even 
monsters can teach us something about how to lead people. Hitler, for example, was a 
master of manipulating communications. 

Likewise, many a lesson can be learned from business leaders’ blunders and even from 
their malfeasance. Take the case of Howell Raines, the former executive editor of the 
New York Times. In the last several years, no leader has fallen further faster than 
Raines, who was forced to resign after only 21 months on the job. According to popular 
analysis, Raines had to go because reporter Jayson Blair committed multiple 
transgressions on Raines’s watch. Raines might have survived his trial by fire if only he 
had not had a reputation for being high-handed and callous. No one who worked for 
Raines loved him; some people even considered him tyrannical. 

But in all the postmortems about what Raines did wrong, few people have stopped to ask 
what he did right. We can safely assume that a man like Howell Raines did not get 
offered the most prestigious job in American journalism without being prodigiously 
gifted. The fact is that Raines was one of the great talents in the newspaper business. He 
had experience and expertise (he won his own Pulitzer Prize), and he had a stunning 
record of accomplishment. Under his leadership, the New York Times won an 
unprecedented seven Pulitzers for its coverage of the issues relating to the terrorist 
attacks of September 11, 2001. 

Someday, when the story is dissected more dispassionately, I believe that we will find 
something to learn from Howell Raines’s failure. Raines was a man of first-rate functional 
talent—an excellent writer, accomplished editor, a man with an unparalleled news sense 
and knowledge of how to cover a big story. What he failed to recognize, it seems, is that 
expertise is only one dimension of leadership and can even be a misleading one. 
Rewarding only technical merit and ambition, as Raines did, leads to a distorted kind of 
management and a lack of checks and balances on the team. 

Raines, of course, isn’t the only fallen leader from whom we can learn. On June 4, 2002, 
Manhattan District Attorney Robert Morgenthau announced the indictment of former 
Tyco CEO Dennis Kozlowski for allegedly evading more than $1 million in taxes on 
purchases of fine art. It was not that Kozlowski needed to shortchange the government; 
in 1999, his total pay was around $170 million. Rather, it was that after a remarkably 
successful run as a corporate leader, Kozlowski’s impudence caught up with him. 

Much has been made in the press of Kozlowski’s lavish purchases—his $6,000 shower 
curtain, $17,000 traveling toilette box, $1,650 appointment book, and his $15,000 dog-
shaped umbrella stand. But there was another side to the man. For in addition to 
throwing a multimillion-dollar birthday party for his wife on company money, Kozlowski 
was a very gifted CEO whom businesspeople once talked about as a second Jack Welch. 
Since 1992, Kozlowski oversaw an ambitious campaign in which Tyco acquired more 
than $50 billion in new businesses. Indeed, the habit of successfully swallowing up 
companies landed Kozlowski on the cover of several business magazines, one of which 
dubbed him “The Most Aggressive CEO.” 

As with Raines, Kozlowski’s strengths and weaknesses were inextricably linked. A leader 
who was driven by a high-stakes mentality, Kozlowski showed almost no fear when 
taking enormous risks, a tactic that often paid off in his acquisition strategy. But that 



same mind-set led to excruciating misjudgments in his personal life, eventually ruining 
his career. Could Kozlowski have had the good side of leadership without the bad? 
Probably not, for most leaders have both. It is when they are unaware of their darker 
sides, and so fail to guard against them, that they fall from grace. Once again, the real 
problem is not so much that leaders have their dark side; rather it is that they—and 
everyone else—choose to pretend they don’t. 

Scholars should remind us that leadership is not a moral 
concept. 

• • • 

Scholars should remind us that leadership is not a moral concept. Leaders are like the 
rest of us: trustworthy and deceitful, cowardly and brave, greedy and generous. To 
assume that all good leaders are good people is to be willfully blind to the reality of the 
human condition, and it severely limits our scope for becoming more effective at 
leadership. Worse, it may cause the leaders among us to kid themselves into thinking 
that, because they are leaders, they must be trustworthy, brave, and generous and that 
they are never deceitful, cowardly, or greedy. That way lies disaster, for as we should all 
have learned by now, it is only when we recognize and manage our failings that we can 
achieve greatness—as people and as a society. Knowing that, then we can begin to 
explore the more interesting questions of leadership: Why do leaders behave badly? Why 
do followers follow bad leaders? How can bad leadership be slowed or even stopped?
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 When Followers Become Toxic  

 Joining the Opposition  

 The leader who automatically rejects his followers’ opinions can be as unwise as one who 
unthinkingly goes along with them. In fact, there are times when it is advisable to go 
along with followers who are plainly wrong. 

A senior executive in the health care field recently faced a united front of followers in an 
acquired facility. The followers wanted the executive to retain a popular manager despite 
an outside consultant’s report that strongly recommended the manager’s dismissal. Staff 
members felt that the manager had been wrongly blamed for the unit’s problems and 
that the unit had been mishandled, underfunded, and generally “done in” by previous 
management. 

Although the senior executive was under pressure from her COO to dismiss the 
manager, she chose to keep and support him—and watch carefully. By choosing this 
course, the executive won the support and confidence of hundreds of employees who 
saw procedural justice in her willingness to give the manager a chance. With the full 
support of her staff, the executive then went on to lead a turnaround of the facility in 
short order, exceeding the COO’s expectations. Indeed, the executive built so much 
credibility through her actions that she was eventually able to dismiss the manager, with 
the staff understanding that he had had a fair chance but had failed. 

The executive recognized not only the unanimity of employees but also the importance 
of winning their buy in and commitment. She chose, intentionally, to defer to the staff’s 
wishes in order to demonstrate her fairness and openness. After all, the employees could 
have been correct in their assessment. Even though that didn’t turn out to be the case, 
the leader’s considered decision to go along with her reports likely resulted in a better 
outcome than if she had summarily rejected their opinions. 
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 When Followers Become Toxic  

 Six Ways to Counter Wayward Influences  

 There’s no guaranteed means of ensuring that you won’t be misled by your followers. 
But adhering to these principles may help. 

1. Keep vision and values front and center. It’s much easier to get sidetracked when 
you’re unclear about what the main track is. 

2. Make sure people disagree. Remember that most of us form opinions too quickly 
and give them up too slowly. 

3. Cultivate truth tellers. Make sure there are people in your world you can trust to 
tell you what you need to hear, no matter how unpopular or unpalatable it is. 

4. Do as you would have done to you. Followers look to what you do rather than 
what you say. Set a good ethical climate for your team to be sure your followers have 
clear boundaries for their actions. 

5. Honor your intuition. If you think you’re being manipulated, you’re probably right. 

6. Delegate, don’t desert. It’s important to share control and empower your staff, but 
remember who’s ultimately responsible for the outcome. As they say in politics, “Trust, 
but verify.” 
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 Putting Leaders on the Couch  

 Great leaders are capable, visionary, and inspiring. That doesn’t mean 
they’re rational. 

 

 A Conversation with Manfred F.R. Kets de Vries  

 Leadership is the global obsession. Thousands of recent books—many of them best 
sellers—have dissected the leadership styles of great leaders from Jesus to Jefferson. 
Business writers, too, have joined the frenzy. The trouble is, much of the business 
literature on leadership—unlike the broader literature on the subject—starts with the 
assumption that leaders are rational beings. In part, that’s because readers come to 
these business books for advice, so they get suggestions on how to imitate the conscious 
motivations, behaviors, and choices of role models. Advice books are hardly likely to 
focus heavily on leaders’ irrational side—and still less likely to suggest that the role 
models’ successes may even stem from their psychological frailties. Yet irrationality is 
integral to human nature, and psychological conflict can contribute in significant ways to 
the drive to succeed. Surely, therefore, we can benefit from putting CEOs on the couch, 
to explore how their early personal experiences shaped subsequent behaviors and to 
understand how these leaders deal with setbacks and pain. 

Although a number of business scholars—most notably Harvard’s Abraham Zaleznik and 
Harry Levinson—have explored the psychology of executives, only one has made the 
analysis of CEOs his life’s work: Manfred F.R. Kets de Vries, the Raoul de Vitry 
d’Avaucourt Chaired Professor of Leadership Development at Insead in Fontainebleau, 
France, and the director of Insead’s Global Leadership Center. Kets de Vries is also a 
practicing psychoanalyst whose research has provided rich pickings: He has authored or 
edited some 20 books on the psychology of leaders and organizations, including best 
sellers such as Life and Death in the Executive Fast Lane, The Leadership Mystique, and 
The Neurotic Organization. Kets de Vries’s work has brought him close to many of the 
world’s leading corporations: The executives of such firms as Heineken, BP, and Nokia 
have drawn on his expertise. Indeed, it’s probably fair to say that no other leadership 
scholar has had as much exposure to the mind of the business leader. 

So it was to Kets de Vries that HBR turned for insight into what really goes on inside the 
mind of the leader. In this edited version of a wide-ranging discussion at his office in 
Paris, Kets de Vries draws on three decades of experience and study to describe the 
psychological profile of successful CEOs. He explores top executives’ vulnerabilities, 
which are often intensified by the ways followers try to manipulate their leaders. Kets de 
Vries also explains just how these vulnerabilities play out in organizations and suggests 
how leaders might overcome them. His prescription for healthy leadership? Self-
awareness and a well-rounded personal life, as well as an ability to suffer fools and laugh 
at yourself.

You’ve studied the psychology of leaders your whole life. How do you identify 
the successful ones? 

The first thing I look for is emotional intelligence—basically, how self-reflective is the 
person? Of course, emotional intelligence involves a lot more than just being 
introspective. It also involves what I call the teddy bear factor: Do people feel 
comfortable with you? Do they want to be close to you? An emotionally intelligent leader 
also knows how to single people out and say, “Hey, Deborah, you’re special. I’ve looked 
a long time for you, and I really want you to be part of my team.” In general, 
emotionally intelligent leaders tend to make better team players, and they are more 
effective at motivating themselves and others. 

Unfortunately, the right side of the brain—the part responsible for more intuitive 
processes—is not stimulated in business school. As a result, few students work to 
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develop the skill of emotional intelligence. Furthermore, leaders do not always learn it on 
the job. This is particularly true today as more and more CEOs come from the financial 
sector, where emotional insight and people skills are often underrated. Of course, over 
the years, I’ve met highly successful executives who are not self-reflective at all. They’re 
total doers. You have to be a doer to make it in business; navel-gazers do not make 
great leaders. Nevertheless, in my experience, the most effective leaders are able to 
both act and reflect, which prepares them to manage for the long term. These 
individuals not only run, they also take the time to ask themselves where they are going 
and why. 

Do the backgrounds of the successful leaders you’ve studied have anything in 
common? 

There is evidence that many successful male leaders had strong, supportive mothers and 
rather remote, absent fathers. This is beautifully exemplified by Jack Welch, who, in his 
autobiography, describes his attachment to a powerhouse of a mother and depicts his 
father, a train conductor, as pleasant enough but not very present. The same was true of 
a very different leader—Virgin’s Richard Branson, whose mother told everyone she knew 
that Richard would become prime minister one day. It was Branson’s mother who 
convinced him that he could do whatever he set his mind to do; his father played a much 
smaller role in his life. Former President Bill Clinton is yet another product of an adoring 
mom and a missing dad (he died before Clinton was born). Indeed, it seems to me that 
there is a lot of truth in Freud’s famous statement that there is nothing as conducive to 
success as being your mother’s favorite. When it comes to women, though, it’s harder to 
explain what makes for success—there still aren’t enough women leaders in business for 
researchers to make any real generalizations. But it does seem that the model for great 
women leaders is more complicated than that for great male leaders. As with the men, 
some strong women leaders had powerful, supportive mothers. But others had powerful 
fathers. Indeed, a successful woman often has been her father’s favorite son. 

Would you say that culture plays a role in determining what type of leader you 
are? 

Certainly, different cultures have very different expectations of leaders. In America, for 
instance, a leader is a big shot. He takes himself very seriously, and other people put 
him on a pedestal. In the Dutch language, however, the word for “leader” can have two 
meanings, one of which is “martyr.” In other words, a leader is someone who suffers. To 
put yourself on display and blow your own trumpet would never be acceptable in the 
Dutch world of work (and otherwise). It would show exceedingly bad taste. 

The link between leadership and culture is very complex. Let me approach it through a 
hypothetical situation, admittedly a difficult one. Imagine that you’re in a boat with your 
child, your spouse, and your mother. It’s sinking, and you’re the only one who can swim. 
Who do you choose to save? When this question is posed across a spectrum of cultures, 
60% of the respondents in Western Europe and America (men and women) say they 
would save the child, and 40% say they would save the spouse. In most Islamic 
societies, 90% of respondents (men only) say they would save the mother. Recently I 
was in Saudi Arabia giving a leadership workshop. In response to this question, 100% of 
the participants (all were male) said they would save their mothers. Officially, the logic 
here is that you can always remarry and have another child, but you can never have 
another mother. But psychologically, the fact is that women are not allowed to do much 
in Saudi Arabia. They are very handicapped. So the only way they can live and get glory 
is through their sons (their daughters are also demeaned). What develops is an 
incredibly intense relationship between the mother and the son, so there is no wife—or 
child, for that matter—who can ever live up to the gratifications the mother provided. 

“People in mental hospitals are easy to understand 
because they suffer from extreme conditions. The 
mental health of senior executives is much more 

subtle.” 

This story has many implications, but to me it underscores the cultural complexity of 
leadership. It’s not always easy to appreciate or understand that what people do, mean, 
and say varies from one culture to the next, and without that understanding, it is 
impossible to lead in another culture. A leadership style that would be effective in 
Sweden, for example, might be quite dysfunctional in Russia, whose business elite I 
have been studying for some time. Of course, I’m talking now about the national culture, 
not a corporate culture. But corporate culture varies enormously as well, and companies 
differ in how they regard factors such as power, status, and hierarchy. There are also 



great differences in the way executives from various national cultures look at control and 
authority. There are numerous explanations for this, but as the story illustrates, the 
differences often derive from variations in child rearing. 

By the way, of all the national leadership styles I’ve studied, the Finnish is one I admire 
very much. Unlike the Swedes or the English, the Finns never had kings or queens 
except when they were imported, so they have this element of democracy and a strong 
belief that working hard makes things happen. The Finns also have a straightforward, 
plain honesty, which is very good in a leader. And unlike many American leaders, the 
Finns have a strong sense of humility. When things are going too well for them, they 
throw up their hands and groan, “My God, the sky is going to fall down on us.” That 
touch of creative paranoia can make for very good leadership. 

You often write that executives are irrational. What do you mean by that? 

If you study executives, you quickly see that they don’t behave rationally all the time. 
Indeed, irrational behavior is common in organizational life. It was my realization of this
—and my desire to understand that irrationality—that led me into the fields of psychiatry 
and psychoanalysis. Once I started, I found that business leaders were much more 
complex than the subjects most psychologists studied. People in mental hospitals are 
actually easy to understand because they suffer from extreme conditions. The mental 
health of senior executives is much more subtle. They can’t be too crazy or they 
generally don’t make it to senior positions, but they are nonetheless extremely driven 
people. And when I analyze them, I usually find that their drives spring from childhood 
patterns and experiences that have carried over into adulthood. Executives don’t like to 
hear this; they like to think they’re totally in control. They’re insulted to hear that certain 
things in their minds are unconscious. But like it or not, people have blind spots, and the 
nonrational personality needs of decision makers can seriously affect the management 
process. 

What are these blind spots, and how do they play out in the organization? 

I’m struggling with a case right now involving an entrepreneur. Part of his problem is 
that he has great difficulty with authority. However simplistic this may sound, his 
troubles really do originate in a difficult relationship with his father. On top of that, he 
had a mother who was quite controlling. Not surprisingly, after he had started his 
company, he had a very hard time delegating; he micromanaged. For example, he 
opened all the mail that came to the company, and he insisted that everybody’s e-mails 
be forwarded to him! This level of control was manageable as long as the company was 
in the start-up phase, but once it had become a $20 million operation, the 
entrepreneur’s lack of trust in others’ capabilities had a stifling effect. Predictably, the 
entrepreneur just couldn’t keep good people. There was high turnover as people bristled 
under his exceedingly rigid control. Recently, this entrepreneur came to see me about 
hiring a large number of MBAs. I’m sure I could find many outstanding MBAs for his 
company, but I know they wouldn’t stay with him. They would surely cite different 
excuses for their dissatisfaction and resignations, but the real reason would be that the 
entrepreneur is a control freak, a failing of which he remains largely unconscious. And 
because he is unconscious of it, he can’t take responsibility for it, which means that 
nothing can change. Unfortunately, I am inclined to say that even if this entrepreneur 
could acknowledge his obsessive need for control, he would most likely come up with 
many elaborate rationalizations for his behavior. I believe it would take a great number 
of interventions before his destructive patterns could be brought to his conscious 
awareness. 

In my work with CEOs, I also find that many executives are trying to compensate for 
narcissistic wounds—blows to their self-esteem that were inflicted in childhood by 
parents who were either too distant or too indulgent. (A child in an extremely indulgent 
household cannot develop a balanced sense of his own personality.) Typically, people 
with narcissistic injuries have a great hunger for recognition and external affirmation. To 
combat their feelings of helplessness and lack of self-worth, they are always in search of 
an admiring audience. In my work with leaders, I have found that CEOs generally have 
no idea that narcissistic wounds underlie their behavior. To make executives aware of 
their vulnerabilities, I sometimes ask them to describe the most critical negative voice 
that still plays in their heads from childhood. Even highly successful executives admit to 
saying things to themselves like, “You’re not as good as you pretend to be. You’re an 
imposter.” This is a parental voice that has lingered into adulthood. Larry Ellison is a 
very good example. I never met the man, but I once wrote a case about him. I found 
out that his stepfather used to tell him repeatedly: “You’ll never amount to anything. You 
will never be a success.” Of course, this affects his leadership style today. Ellison is 
always trying to prove the bastards wrong. Not surprisingly, he has created a very 



aggressive organization. In organizations, we often find strong links between the 
personality of the leader, his leadership style, and the general culture—especially in 
companies where power is centralized. 

Can you expand on the narcissism of leaders? There’s been a lot of talk about 
the subject lately. Why is it so problematic? 

We need to be careful here. Narcissism has a terrible reputation, often rightly so. But all 
people—especially leaders—need a healthy dose of narcissism in order to survive. It’s 
the engine that drives leadership. Assertiveness, self-confidence, tenacity, and creativity 
just can’t exist without it. But once a narcissist gets into a position of leadership, funny 
things start to happen. Because narcissistic leaders are often charismatic, employees 
start to project their own grandiose fantasies onto the narcissistic leader. And suddenly 
everything becomes surreal. 

I remember being in a meeting once in southern Europe. Thirty senior executives were 
gathered for a presentation about the future of the organization. The president was a 
very wealthy man who used to brag that he would need ten lifetimes to spend all his 
money. Not surprisingly, his office was filled with enormous statues and paintings of 
himself. He arrived 20 minutes late for the meeting, and he came in talking on a mobile 
phone. Nobody acted annoyed. Eventually the presentation started, and the CEO’s phone 
rang. He picked it up and talked for 15 minutes while everybody sat there, waiting. 
Suddenly the CEO got up and said he had to go. This was the most important meeting of 
the year, and he just walked out. But no one, not one person, objected. Everyone told 
him what he wanted to hear. It was as if the CEO were in a hall of mirrors. 

This reaction on the part of followers is hardly unusual. Do you remember the Peter 
Sellers film Being There? It looks at the life of an illiterate and slow-witted gardener 
named Chance, who is standing in the street one day when a limousine backs into him. 
Hoping to avoid publicity, the woman in the car takes Chance home to be seen by a 
doctor who is caring for her husband, a big-shot financier and friend of the president. 
When the president asks Chance what he thinks about the economy, the poor man 
hasn’t a clue. Taking refuge in what he knows best—gardening—he says: “As long as the 
roots are not severed, all is well.” The president interprets this simple statement as a 
great revelation. The results are inevitable: Chance is eventually pushed to run for the 
presidency. It was George Bernard Shaw who said, “Kings are not born: They are made 
by artificial hallucination.” There’s a lot of truth to that. The problem with many so-called 
narcissistic leaders is that they both deliberately and inadvertently activate the latent 
narcissism of their followers. These followers are often ideal-hungry personalities who 
idealize wildly and uncritically. And if the leader happens to like being positively mirrored 
by others, he can become addicted to the followers’ idealization of him. Tragically, some 
leaders get to the point where they fire individuals who don’t praise them sufficiently. 

“To be effective, organizations need people with a 
healthy disrespect for the boss—people…who can 

engage in active give-and-take.” 

Why are followers so prone to idealizing? 

It has its roots in what Freud called transference. Transference is probably the most 
important concept in psychotherapy; it was one of Freud’s great discoveries. After he 
started working with patients, Freud found to his great consternation that patients kept 
falling in love with him. To his immense credit, Freud realized that it couldn’t be his own 
wonderful personality that was stirring up such deep feelings of admiration. Instead, he 
realized that in their dealings with him, patients were interacting with powerful figures 
from their own internal theaters, usually important childhood figures like parents, 
teachers, and siblings. Transference is the term for this continuity between early 
childhood and adult behavior. What Freud meant is that we all bring to our current 
relationships a map of past relationships that we transfer onto the present. This 
particularly happens during times of stress and in hierarchical situations, which are 
reminiscent of the parent-child constellation. Indeed, people in positions of authority 
have an uncanny ability to reawaken transferential processes in themselves and others. 
And these transferential reactions can present themselves in a number of ways—
positively or negatively. One employee, for example, may relate to her boss as if he 
were her favorite brother, and thus she idealizes him. But that boss may relate to her as 
if she were his withholding mother! It is precisely this confusion of time and place that 
results in the psychic “noise” of the workplace. Sadly, Freud was not interested in 
business, so he never studied it. But it would have been fascinating to see what sense he 
would have made of everyone’s tendency in business to relate to people as if they were 



someone else. 

Doesn’t all this put followers in a vulnerable position as well? 

It certainly does. I discovered this when I was about 14 years old. I was with my brother 
in a youth camp in the Netherlands where we went every summer. Most children were 
sent to this camp for only three weeks, but we were sent there for the whole summer. 
After three weeks, there was always a transition between the old group and the new, 
and one year my brother and I decided to liven up the changeover with an initiation 
ritual. We placed a bathtub filled with freezing water in the middle of a field and 
announced that according to an old camp tradition, all the newcomers had to dunk 
themselves in the tub. I can still clearly remember more than 60 boys (most of them 
much bigger than us) lining up and, one after another, obediently immersing themselves 
in the cold water. Everything went well until the headmaster of the camp passed by. He 
was dumbfounded. He broke our spell by inciting the newcomers to rebel, pointing out 
that there were 60 of them against the two of us. Eventually, my brother and I got what 
was coming to us. But for me, the scene remained etched on my mind as a testament to 
just how far people are willing to go to obey what they perceive as authority. 

The fact is that even scant authority can get away with murder, both literally and 
figuratively. Indeed, I would say that some organizations are so political and unsafe that 
they resemble concentration camps. Everyone kowtows to authority out of tremendous 
fear. And you can see why. I once met an executive who told me, “Every day I walk into 
the office, I can make the lives of 10,000 people completely miserable by doing very, 
very little.” His company was probably not a very healthy workplace—why wouldn’t he 
say instead: “By doing very, very little, I can make the lives of 10,000 people much 
easier”? That’s why at Insead I try to introduce CEOs to a kind of applied psychoanalysis 
in an organizational setting. In each of my workshops, there are around 20 individuals 
who together might be responsible for 100,000 people. My hope is that by helping 
leaders to become a little more self-reflective, we can make their organizations a bit less 
like concentration camps. 

“I happen to believe that those who accept the madness 
in themselves may be the healthiest leaders of all.” 

But with all the psychic noise in organizations, how can leaders ever get honest 
feedback and criticism? 

Today there is a lot of talk about using 360-degree feedback. I use it quite a bit in my 
leadership workshops. When I use it for coaching purposes, I gather information not only 
from people at the workplace but also from people close to the leader in his or her 
private life. This helps me get a sense of who the leader really is. But people at very high 
levels are usually considered much too important to go through 360-degree feedback. 
And even if they do go through it, they often don’t get honest comments. That’s because 
it’s not very difficult for the person being evaluated to figure out who said what on the 
feedback forms. So the people giving feedback skew their answers out of fear of 
retaliation. But even if they did give genuine feedback, it’s unlikely they could express it 
in a way that would pierce the leader’s narcissistic armor. That’s why I like to make the 
case for having an organizational fool. 

What do you mean? 

The fool I’m talking about is a foil for the leader—and every leader needs one. Down 
through the ages, the fool has played a traditional role as the stabilizer of kings and 
queens (and other leaders). This is the wise fool of King Lear—the guardian of reality. 
The fool shows the leader his reflection and reminds him of the transience of power. He 
uses antics and humor to prevent foolish action and groupthink. Let’s not forget: Humor 
humbles. It creates insights. That makes it a very powerful instrument for change. Let 
me explain the importance of the fool through an anecdote. A couple goes to a fair 
where there’s a large, impressive-looking machine. The husband puts in a coin and 
receives a card telling him his age and what kind of person he is. He reads it and gets 
excited. It says: “You’re brilliant and charming. Women fall all over you.” His wife grabs 
the card from him and turns it over. “Aha!” she says, “they got your age wrong, too.” 
Leaders in all organizations need someone like this who is willing to speak out and tell 
the leader how things really are. That’s precisely the role of the fool. He offers the king a 
delicious sandwich, and between the slices of bread he shoves in a little piece of reality. 

To be effective, organizations need people with a healthy disrespect for the boss—people 
who feel free to express emotions and opinions openly, who can engage in active give-
and-take. Sadly, this typically happens only after a leader is out of power. As former 



President George Bush once remarked when he was asked what had changed since he 
left office: “Well, for one thing, I no longer win every golf game I play.” In a well-run 
organization, the CEO wouldn’t win every golf game either. And if a leader wants honest 
feedback, he should ask himself whether or not he’s created an organization in which 
there’s a place for a fool. 

You’ve often observed that leaders get caught up in a whirl of hyperactivity. 
What’s behind that? 

Anxiety is one reason. Action is a typical human response to anxiety, and executives 
tend to be an anxious bunch. At any given time, there are many things going on that the 
executives feel they have little control over. So, like anyone else, they tend to look for 
some form of support, and one well-accepted response in the business world is the 
retreat into action. Another reason is that many top executives suffer from depression. I 
see it all the time. The chief cause for executive depression is that people usually don’t 
join the ranks of senior executives until they’re middle-aged. And in middle age, people 
start to feel desperate about coming to terms with unfulfilled dreams before it’s too late. 
The Germans have a term for this—Torschlusspanik, the panic that strikes because of 
the closing of the gates, the closing down of possibilities. Midlife prompts a reappraisal of 
career identity; it raises concerns about burnout and loss of effectiveness. By the time a 
leader is a CEO, an existential crisis is often imminent. This can happen with anyone, but 
the probability is higher with CEOs and senior executives, because so many of them 
have been devoting their lives almost exclusively to work. 

I tell you honestly that very, very few executives lead balanced lives. They delude 
themselves about it, too. If you ask them how much time they spend with their wives 
and children, they give you numbers that are completely at odds with the numbers the 
families give. I worked for two years as a consultant and coach with about 150 managing 
directors of a large, well-known investment bank to help them be more effective as 
leaders in their organization. These were people who worked 70, 80 hours a week, and 
they worked very efficiently, very successfully. What’s more, they were typically smart, 
pleasant, and insightful—very sure of themselves. But because they were such 
workaholics, these investment bankers were not secure about their personal lives. They 
had tremendous guilt over their families, whom they never saw. When I began my work 
with them, all they talked about at first was problems in the organization and conflicts 
they were having with one another. Eventually, however, as our conversations continued
—often one-on-one—they began to acknowledge that the roots of their problems lay 
elsewhere, in some internal conflicts. 

As I dug around, I found that these investment bankers, like many top executives who 
are obsessed with work and money, often had experienced deprivation of some kind 
early in life. They work for large salaries and option packages as a way of obtaining what 
is sometimes crudely described as “fuck you money,” to be independent. It is their way 
of having more control over a world they often perceive (given their early experiences in 
life) as uncontrollable. The trouble is that once they’ve proved they’re successful, they 
can’t get off the treadmill. All they know how to do is work. In the meantime, their 
personal relationships have become a mess. So they feel stuck and bored, and that 
makes them more depressed. Unfortunately, in business you are not allowed to show 
pain. So to liven himself up a bit, the CEO might find a new wife, a trophy wife. Or he 
might try to pull off some really big, aggressive deal, like a takeover. Now that provides 
some excitement. What better way to cure boredom than by becoming a modern day 
Viking, raping and plundering? Mergers and marriages both help to mask CEOs’ psychic 
pain. But at some point, all leaders have to slow down. Retirement looms. When that 
happens, the depression that has never been resolved starts to become apparent. 

Let’s conclude by looking at the glass as half full. What makes a leader healthy? 

Healthy leaders are able to live intensely. They’re passionate about what they do. That’s 
because they are able to experience the full range of their feelings—without any color 
blindness to any particular emotion. At the same time, healthy leaders strongly believe 
in their ability to control (or at least affect) the events that impact their lives. They’re 
able to take personal responsibility; they are not always scapegoating or blaming other 
people for what goes wrong. Healthy leaders don’t easily lose control or resort to 
impulsive acts. They can work through their own anxiety and ambivalence. As we saw 
earlier, healthy leaders are very talented in self-observation and self-analysis; the best 
leaders are highly motivated to spend time on self-reflection. Another factor is that 
healthy leaders, unlike the less healthy ones, have the ability to deal with the 
disappointments of life. They can acknowledge their depression and work it through. 
Very importantly, they have the capacity to establish and maintain relationships 
(including satisfactory sexual relationships). Their lives are in balance, and they can 



play. They are creative and inventive and have the capacity to be nonconformist. These 
are the things that are fundamental, but I would also hope (after having said all of this!) 
that we can accept that we need a little madness in our leaders, because I happen to 
believe that those who accept the madness in themselves may be the healthiest leaders 
of all. To quote Shaw once again, “We want a few mad people now. See where the sane 
ones have landed us!”
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 Putting Leaders on the Couch  

 Great leaders are capable, visionary, and inspiring. That doesn’t mean 
they’re rational. 

 

 A Conversation with Manfred F.R. Kets de Vries  

Diane L. Coutu, dcoutu@hbsp.harvard.edu, is a senior editor at HBR specializing in psychology and 
business.

 Leadership is the global obsession. Thousands of recent books—many of them best 
sellers—have dissected the leadership styles of great leaders from Jesus to Jefferson. 
Business writers, too, have joined the frenzy. The trouble is, much of the business 
literature on leadership—unlike the broader literature on the subject—starts with the 
assumption that leaders are rational beings. In part, that’s because readers come to 
these business books for advice, so they get suggestions on how to imitate the conscious 
motivations, behaviors, and choices of role models. Advice books are hardly likely to 
focus heavily on leaders’ irrational side—and still less likely to suggest that the role 
models’ successes may even stem from their psychological frailties. Yet irrationality is 
integral to human nature, and psychological conflict can contribute in significant ways to 
the drive to succeed. Surely, therefore, we can benefit from putting CEOs on the couch, 
to explore how their early personal experiences shaped subsequent behaviors and to 
understand how these leaders deal with setbacks and pain. 

Although a number of business scholars—most notably Harvard’s Abraham Zaleznik and 
Harry Levinson—have explored the psychology of executives, only one has made the 
analysis of CEOs his life’s work: Manfred F.R. Kets de Vries, the Raoul de Vitry 
d’Avaucourt Chaired Professor of Leadership Development at Insead in Fontainebleau, 
France, and the director of Insead’s Global Leadership Center. Kets de Vries is also a 
practicing psychoanalyst whose research has provided rich pickings: He has authored or 
edited some 20 books on the psychology of leaders and organizations, including best 
sellers such as Life and Death in the Executive Fast Lane, The Leadership Mystique, and 
The Neurotic Organization. Kets de Vries’s work has brought him close to many of the 
world’s leading corporations: The executives of such firms as Heineken, BP, and Nokia 
have drawn on his expertise. Indeed, it’s probably fair to say that no other leadership 
scholar has had as much exposure to the mind of the business leader. 

So it was to Kets de Vries that HBR turned for insight into what really goes on inside the 
mind of the leader. In this edited version of a wide-ranging discussion at his office in 
Paris, Kets de Vries draws on three decades of experience and study to describe the 
psychological profile of successful CEOs. He explores top executives’ vulnerabilities, 
which are often intensified by the ways followers try to manipulate their leaders. Kets de 
Vries also explains just how these vulnerabilities play out in organizations and suggests 
how leaders might overcome them. His prescription for healthy leadership? Self-
awareness and a well-rounded personal life, as well as an ability to suffer fools and laugh 
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at yourself.

You’ve studied the psychology of leaders your whole life. How do you identify 
the successful ones? 

The first thing I look for is emotional intelligence—basically, how self-reflective is the 
person? Of course, emotional intelligence involves a lot more than just being 
introspective. It also involves what I call the teddy bear factor: Do people feel 
comfortable with you? Do they want to be close to you? An emotionally intelligent leader 
also knows how to single people out and say, “Hey, Deborah, you’re special. I’ve looked 
a long time for you, and I really want you to be part of my team.” In general, 
emotionally intelligent leaders tend to make better team players, and they are more 
effective at motivating themselves and others. 

Unfortunately, the right side of the brain—the part responsible for more intuitive 
processes—is not stimulated in business school. As a result, few students work to 
develop the skill of emotional intelligence. Furthermore, leaders do not always learn it on 
the job. This is particularly true today as more and more CEOs come from the financial 
sector, where emotional insight and people skills are often underrated. Of course, over 
the years, I’ve met highly successful executives who are not self-reflective at all. They’re 
total doers. You have to be a doer to make it in business; navel-gazers do not make 
great leaders. Nevertheless, in my experience, the most effective leaders are able to 
both act and reflect, which prepares them to manage for the long term. These 
individuals not only run, they also take the time to ask themselves where they are going 
and why. 

Do the backgrounds of the successful leaders you’ve studied have anything in 
common? 

There is evidence that many successful male leaders had strong, supportive mothers and 
rather remote, absent fathers. This is beautifully exemplified by Jack Welch, who, in his 
autobiography, describes his attachment to a powerhouse of a mother and depicts his 
father, a train conductor, as pleasant enough but not very present. The same was true of 
a very different leader—Virgin’s Richard Branson, whose mother told everyone she knew 
that Richard would become prime minister one day. It was Branson’s mother who 
convinced him that he could do whatever he set his mind to do; his father played a much 
smaller role in his life. Former President Bill Clinton is yet another product of an adoring 
mom and a missing dad (he died before Clinton was born). Indeed, it seems to me that 
there is a lot of truth in Freud’s famous statement that there is nothing as conducive to 
success as being your mother’s favorite. When it comes to women, though, it’s harder to 
explain what makes for success—there still aren’t enough women leaders in business for 
researchers to make any real generalizations. But it does seem that the model for great 
women leaders is more complicated than that for great male leaders. As with the men, 
some strong women leaders had powerful, supportive mothers. But others had powerful 
fathers. Indeed, a successful woman often has been her father’s favorite son. 

Would you say that culture plays a role in determining what type of leader you 
are? 

Certainly, different cultures have very different expectations of leaders. In America, for 
instance, a leader is a big shot. He takes himself very seriously, and other people put 
him on a pedestal. In the Dutch language, however, the word for “leader” can have two 
meanings, one of which is “martyr.” In other words, a leader is someone who suffers. To 
put yourself on display and blow your own trumpet would never be acceptable in the 
Dutch world of work (and otherwise). It would show exceedingly bad taste. 



The link between leadership and culture is very complex. Let me approach it through a 
hypothetical situation, admittedly a difficult one. Imagine that you’re in a boat with your 
child, your spouse, and your mother. It’s sinking, and you’re the only one who can swim. 
Who do you choose to save? When this question is posed across a spectrum of cultures, 
60% of the respondents in Western Europe and America (men and women) say they 
would save the child, and 40% say they would save the spouse. In most Islamic 
societies, 90% of respondents (men only) say they would save the mother. Recently I 
was in Saudi Arabia giving a leadership workshop. In response to this question, 100% of 
the participants (all were male) said they would save their mothers. Officially, the logic 
here is that you can always remarry and have another child, but you can never have 
another mother. But psychologically, the fact is that women are not allowed to do much 
in Saudi Arabia. They are very handicapped. So the only way they can live and get glory 
is through their sons (their daughters are also demeaned). What develops is an 
incredibly intense relationship between the mother and the son, so there is no wife—or 
child, for that matter—who can ever live up to the gratifications the mother provided. 

“People in mental hospitals are easy to understand 
because they suffer from extreme conditions. The 
mental health of senior executives is much more 

subtle.” 

This story has many implications, but to me it underscores the cultural complexity of 
leadership. It’s not always easy to appreciate or understand that what people do, mean, 
and say varies from one culture to the next, and without that understanding, it is 
impossible to lead in another culture. A leadership style that would be effective in 
Sweden, for example, might be quite dysfunctional in Russia, whose business elite I 
have been studying for some time. Of course, I’m talking now about the national culture, 
not a corporate culture. But corporate culture varies enormously as well, and companies 
differ in how they regard factors such as power, status, and hierarchy. There are also 
great differences in the way executives from various national cultures look at control and 
authority. There are numerous explanations for this, but as the story illustrates, the 
differences often derive from variations in child rearing. 

By the way, of all the national leadership styles I’ve studied, the Finnish is one I admire 
very much. Unlike the Swedes or the English, the Finns never had kings or queens 
except when they were imported, so they have this element of democracy and a strong 
belief that working hard makes things happen. The Finns also have a straightforward, 
plain honesty, which is very good in a leader. And unlike many American leaders, the 
Finns have a strong sense of humility. When things are going too well for them, they 
throw up their hands and groan, “My God, the sky is going to fall down on us.” That 
touch of creative paranoia can make for very good leadership. 

You often write that executives are irrational. What do you mean by that? 

If you study executives, you quickly see that they don’t behave rationally all the time. 
Indeed, irrational behavior is common in organizational life. It was my realization of this
—and my desire to understand that irrationality—that led me into the fields of psychiatry 
and psychoanalysis. Once I started, I found that business leaders were much more 
complex than the subjects most psychologists studied. People in mental hospitals are 
actually easy to understand because they suffer from extreme conditions. The mental 
health of senior executives is much more subtle. They can’t be too crazy or they 
generally don’t make it to senior positions, but they are nonetheless extremely driven 
people. And when I analyze them, I usually find that their drives spring from childhood 
patterns and experiences that have carried over into adulthood. Executives don’t like to 



hear this; they like to think they’re totally in control. They’re insulted to hear that certain 
things in their minds are unconscious. But like it or not, people have blind spots, and the 
nonrational personality needs of decision makers can seriously affect the management 
process. 

What are these blind spots, and how do they play out in the organization? 

I’m struggling with a case right now involving an entrepreneur. Part of his problem is 
that he has great difficulty with authority. However simplistic this may sound, his 
troubles really do originate in a difficult relationship with his father. On top of that, he 
had a mother who was quite controlling. Not surprisingly, after he had started his 
company, he had a very hard time delegating; he micromanaged. For example, he 
opened all the mail that came to the company, and he insisted that everybody’s e-mails 
be forwarded to him! This level of control was manageable as long as the company was 
in the start-up phase, but once it had become a $20 million operation, the 
entrepreneur’s lack of trust in others’ capabilities had a stifling effect. Predictably, the 
entrepreneur just couldn’t keep good people. There was high turnover as people bristled 
under his exceedingly rigid control. Recently, this entrepreneur came to see me about 
hiring a large number of MBAs. I’m sure I could find many outstanding MBAs for his 
company, but I know they wouldn’t stay with him. They would surely cite different 
excuses for their dissatisfaction and resignations, but the real reason would be that the 
entrepreneur is a control freak, a failing of which he remains largely unconscious. And 
because he is unconscious of it, he can’t take responsibility for it, which means that 
nothing can change. Unfortunately, I am inclined to say that even if this entrepreneur 
could acknowledge his obsessive need for control, he would most likely come up with 
many elaborate rationalizations for his behavior. I believe it would take a great number 
of interventions before his destructive patterns could be brought to his conscious 
awareness. 

In my work with CEOs, I also find that many executives are trying to compensate for 
narcissistic wounds—blows to their self-esteem that were inflicted in childhood by 
parents who were either too distant or too indulgent. (A child in an extremely indulgent 
household cannot develop a balanced sense of his own personality.) Typically, people 
with narcissistic injuries have a great hunger for recognition and external affirmation. To 
combat their feelings of helplessness and lack of self-worth, they are always in search of 
an admiring audience. In my work with leaders, I have found that CEOs generally have 
no idea that narcissistic wounds underlie their behavior. To make executives aware of 
their vulnerabilities, I sometimes ask them to describe the most critical negative voice 
that still plays in their heads from childhood. Even highly successful executives admit to 
saying things to themselves like, “You’re not as good as you pretend to be. You’re an 
imposter.” This is a parental voice that has lingered into adulthood. Larry Ellison is a 
very good example. I never met the man, but I once wrote a case about him. I found 
out that his stepfather used to tell him repeatedly: “You’ll never amount to anything. You 
will never be a success.” Of course, this affects his leadership style today. Ellison is 
always trying to prove the bastards wrong. Not surprisingly, he has created a very 
aggressive organization. In organizations, we often find strong links between the 
personality of the leader, his leadership style, and the general culture—especially in 
companies where power is centralized. 

Can you expand on the narcissism of leaders? There’s been a lot of talk about 
the subject lately. Why is it so problematic? 

We need to be careful here. Narcissism has a terrible reputation, often rightly so. But all 
people—especially leaders—need a healthy dose of narcissism in order to survive. It’s 
the engine that drives leadership. Assertiveness, self-confidence, tenacity, and creativity 



just can’t exist without it. But once a narcissist gets into a position of leadership, funny 
things start to happen. Because narcissistic leaders are often charismatic, employees 
start to project their own grandiose fantasies onto the narcissistic leader. And suddenly 
everything becomes surreal. 

I remember being in a meeting once in southern Europe. Thirty senior executives were 
gathered for a presentation about the future of the organization. The president was a 
very wealthy man who used to brag that he would need ten lifetimes to spend all his 
money. Not surprisingly, his office was filled with enormous statues and paintings of 
himself. He arrived 20 minutes late for the meeting, and he came in talking on a mobile 
phone. Nobody acted annoyed. Eventually the presentation started, and the CEO’s phone 
rang. He picked it up and talked for 15 minutes while everybody sat there, waiting. 
Suddenly the CEO got up and said he had to go. This was the most important meeting of 
the year, and he just walked out. But no one, not one person, objected. Everyone told 
him what he wanted to hear. It was as if the CEO were in a hall of mirrors. 

This reaction on the part of followers is hardly unusual. Do you remember the Peter 
Sellers film Being There? It looks at the life of an illiterate and slow-witted gardener 
named Chance, who is standing in the street one day when a limousine backs into him. 
Hoping to avoid publicity, the woman in the car takes Chance home to be seen by a 
doctor who is caring for her husband, a big-shot financier and friend of the president. 
When the president asks Chance what he thinks about the economy, the poor man 
hasn’t a clue. Taking refuge in what he knows best—gardening—he says: “As long as the 
roots are not severed, all is well.” The president interprets this simple statement as a 
great revelation. The results are inevitable: Chance is eventually pushed to run for the 
presidency. It was George Bernard Shaw who said, “Kings are not born: They are made 
by artificial hallucination.” There’s a lot of truth to that. The problem with many so-called 
narcissistic leaders is that they both deliberately and inadvertently activate the latent 
narcissism of their followers. These followers are often ideal-hungry personalities who 
idealize wildly and uncritically. And if the leader happens to like being positively mirrored 
by others, he can become addicted to the followers’ idealization of him. Tragically, some 
leaders get to the point where they fire individuals who don’t praise them sufficiently. 

“To be effective, organizations need people with a 
healthy disrespect for the boss—people…who can 

engage in active give-and-take.” 

Why are followers so prone to idealizing? 

It has its roots in what Freud called transference. Transference is probably the most 
important concept in psychotherapy; it was one of Freud’s great discoveries. After he 
started working with patients, Freud found to his great consternation that patients kept 
falling in love with him. To his immense credit, Freud realized that it couldn’t be his own 
wonderful personality that was stirring up such deep feelings of admiration. Instead, he 
realized that in their dealings with him, patients were interacting with powerful figures 
from their own internal theaters, usually important childhood figures like parents, 
teachers, and siblings. Transference is the term for this continuity between early 
childhood and adult behavior. What Freud meant is that we all bring to our current 
relationships a map of past relationships that we transfer onto the present. This 
particularly happens during times of stress and in hierarchical situations, which are 
reminiscent of the parent-child constellation. Indeed, people in positions of authority 
have an uncanny ability to reawaken transferential processes in themselves and others. 
And these transferential reactions can present themselves in a number of ways—
positively or negatively. One employee, for example, may relate to her boss as if he 



were her favorite brother, and thus she idealizes him. But that boss may relate to her as 
if she were his withholding mother! It is precisely this confusion of time and place that 
results in the psychic “noise” of the workplace. Sadly, Freud was not interested in 
business, so he never studied it. But it would have been fascinating to see what sense he 
would have made of everyone’s tendency in business to relate to people as if they were 
someone else. 

Doesn’t all this put followers in a vulnerable position as well? 

It certainly does. I discovered this when I was about 14 years old. I was with my brother 
in a youth camp in the Netherlands where we went every summer. Most children were 
sent to this camp for only three weeks, but we were sent there for the whole summer. 
After three weeks, there was always a transition between the old group and the new, 
and one year my brother and I decided to liven up the changeover with an initiation 
ritual. We placed a bathtub filled with freezing water in the middle of a field and 
announced that according to an old camp tradition, all the newcomers had to dunk 
themselves in the tub. I can still clearly remember more than 60 boys (most of them 
much bigger than us) lining up and, one after another, obediently immersing themselves 
in the cold water. Everything went well until the headmaster of the camp passed by. He 
was dumbfounded. He broke our spell by inciting the newcomers to rebel, pointing out 
that there were 60 of them against the two of us. Eventually, my brother and I got what 
was coming to us. But for me, the scene remained etched on my mind as a testament to 
just how far people are willing to go to obey what they perceive as authority. 

The fact is that even scant authority can get away with murder, both literally and 
figuratively. Indeed, I would say that some organizations are so political and unsafe that 
they resemble concentration camps. Everyone kowtows to authority out of tremendous 
fear. And you can see why. I once met an executive who told me, “Every day I walk into 
the office, I can make the lives of 10,000 people completely miserable by doing very, 
very little.” His company was probably not a very healthy workplace—why wouldn’t he 
say instead: “By doing very, very little, I can make the lives of 10,000 people much 
easier”? That’s why at Insead I try to introduce CEOs to a kind of applied psychoanalysis 
in an organizational setting. In each of my workshops, there are around 20 individuals 
who together might be responsible for 100,000 people. My hope is that by helping 
leaders to become a little more self-reflective, we can make their organizations a bit less 
like concentration camps. 

“I happen to believe that those who accept the madness 
in themselves may be the healthiest leaders of all.” 

But with all the psychic noise in organizations, how can leaders ever get honest 
feedback and criticism? 

Today there is a lot of talk about using 360-degree feedback. I use it quite a bit in my 
leadership workshops. When I use it for coaching purposes, I gather information not only 
from people at the workplace but also from people close to the leader in his or her 
private life. This helps me get a sense of who the leader really is. But people at very high 
levels are usually considered much too important to go through 360-degree feedback. 
And even if they do go through it, they often don’t get honest comments. That’s because 
it’s not very difficult for the person being evaluated to figure out who said what on the 
feedback forms. So the people giving feedback skew their answers out of fear of 
retaliation. But even if they did give genuine feedback, it’s unlikely they could express it 
in a way that would pierce the leader’s narcissistic armor. That’s why I like to make the 
case for having an organizational fool. 



What do you mean? 

The fool I’m talking about is a foil for the leader—and every leader needs one. Down 
through the ages, the fool has played a traditional role as the stabilizer of kings and 
queens (and other leaders). This is the wise fool of King Lear—the guardian of reality. 
The fool shows the leader his reflection and reminds him of the transience of power. He 
uses antics and humor to prevent foolish action and groupthink. Let’s not forget: Humor 
humbles. It creates insights. That makes it a very powerful instrument for change. Let 
me explain the importance of the fool through an anecdote. A couple goes to a fair 
where there’s a large, impressive-looking machine. The husband puts in a coin and 
receives a card telling him his age and what kind of person he is. He reads it and gets 
excited. It says: “You’re brilliant and charming. Women fall all over you.” His wife grabs 
the card from him and turns it over. “Aha!” she says, “they got your age wrong, too.” 
Leaders in all organizations need someone like this who is willing to speak out and tell 
the leader how things really are. That’s precisely the role of the fool. He offers the king a 
delicious sandwich, and between the slices of bread he shoves in a little piece of reality. 

To be effective, organizations need people with a healthy disrespect for the boss—people 
who feel free to express emotions and opinions openly, who can engage in active give-
and-take. Sadly, this typically happens only after a leader is out of power. As former 
President George Bush once remarked when he was asked what had changed since he 
left office: “Well, for one thing, I no longer win every golf game I play.” In a well-run 
organization, the CEO wouldn’t win every golf game either. And if a leader wants honest 
feedback, he should ask himself whether or not he’s created an organization in which 
there’s a place for a fool. 

You’ve often observed that leaders get caught up in a whirl of hyperactivity. 
What’s behind that? 

Anxiety is one reason. Action is a typical human response to anxiety, and executives 
tend to be an anxious bunch. At any given time, there are many things going on that the 
executives feel they have little control over. So, like anyone else, they tend to look for 
some form of support, and one well-accepted response in the business world is the 
retreat into action. Another reason is that many top executives suffer from depression. I 
see it all the time. The chief cause for executive depression is that people usually don’t 
join the ranks of senior executives until they’re middle-aged. And in middle age, people 
start to feel desperate about coming to terms with unfulfilled dreams before it’s too late. 
The Germans have a term for this—Torschlusspanik, the panic that strikes because of 
the closing of the gates, the closing down of possibilities. Midlife prompts a reappraisal of 
career identity; it raises concerns about burnout and loss of effectiveness. By the time a 
leader is a CEO, an existential crisis is often imminent. This can happen with anyone, but 
the probability is higher with CEOs and senior executives, because so many of them 
have been devoting their lives almost exclusively to work. 

I tell you honestly that very, very few executives lead balanced lives. They delude 
themselves about it, too. If you ask them how much time they spend with their wives 
and children, they give you numbers that are completely at odds with the numbers the 
families give. I worked for two years as a consultant and coach with about 150 managing 
directors of a large, well-known investment bank to help them be more effective as 
leaders in their organization. These were people who worked 70, 80 hours a week, and 
they worked very efficiently, very successfully. What’s more, they were typically smart, 
pleasant, and insightful—very sure of themselves. But because they were such 
workaholics, these investment bankers were not secure about their personal lives. They 
had tremendous guilt over their families, whom they never saw. When I began my work 
with them, all they talked about at first was problems in the organization and conflicts 



they were having with one another. Eventually, however, as our conversations continued
—often one-on-one—they began to acknowledge that the roots of their problems lay 
elsewhere, in some internal conflicts. 

As I dug around, I found that these investment bankers, like many top executives who 
are obsessed with work and money, often had experienced deprivation of some kind 
early in life. They work for large salaries and option packages as a way of obtaining what 
is sometimes crudely described as “fuck you money,” to be independent. It is their way 
of having more control over a world they often perceive (given their early experiences in 
life) as uncontrollable. The trouble is that once they’ve proved they’re successful, they 
can’t get off the treadmill. All they know how to do is work. In the meantime, their 
personal relationships have become a mess. So they feel stuck and bored, and that 
makes them more depressed. Unfortunately, in business you are not allowed to show 
pain. So to liven himself up a bit, the CEO might find a new wife, a trophy wife. Or he 
might try to pull off some really big, aggressive deal, like a takeover. Now that provides 
some excitement. What better way to cure boredom than by becoming a modern day 
Viking, raping and plundering? Mergers and marriages both help to mask CEOs’ psychic 
pain. But at some point, all leaders have to slow down. Retirement looms. When that 
happens, the depression that has never been resolved starts to become apparent. 

Let’s conclude by looking at the glass as half full. What makes a leader healthy? 

Healthy leaders are able to live intensely. They’re passionate about what they do. That’s 
because they are able to experience the full range of their feelings—without any color 
blindness to any particular emotion. At the same time, healthy leaders strongly believe 
in their ability to control (or at least affect) the events that impact their lives. They’re 
able to take personal responsibility; they are not always scapegoating or blaming other 
people for what goes wrong. Healthy leaders don’t easily lose control or resort to 
impulsive acts. They can work through their own anxiety and ambivalence. As we saw 
earlier, healthy leaders are very talented in self-observation and self-analysis; the best 
leaders are highly motivated to spend time on self-reflection. Another factor is that 
healthy leaders, unlike the less healthy ones, have the ability to deal with the 
disappointments of life. They can acknowledge their depression and work it through. 
Very importantly, they have the capacity to establish and maintain relationships 
(including satisfactory sexual relationships). Their lives are in balance, and they can 
play. They are creative and inventive and have the capacity to be nonconformist. These 
are the things that are fundamental, but I would also hope (after having said all of this!) 
that we can accept that we need a little madness in our leaders, because I happen to 
believe that those who accept the madness in themselves may be the healthiest leaders 
of all. To quote Shaw once again, “We want a few mad people now. See where the sane 
ones have landed us!”
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 Managers and Leaders  

 Are They Different?  

 Business leaders have much more in common with artists than they do 
with managers.

 

 by Abraham Zaleznik  

The traditional view of management, back in 1977 when Abraham Zaleznik wrote this 
article, centered on organizational structure and processes. Managerial development at 
the time focused exclusively on building competence, control, and the appropriate 
balance of power. That view, Zaleznik argued, omitted the essential leadership elements 
of inspiration, vision, and human passion—which drive corporate success.

The difference between managers and leaders, he wrote, lies in the conceptions they 
hold, deep in their psyches, of chaos and order. Managers embrace process, seek 
stability and control, and instinctively try to resolve problems quickly—sometimes before 
they fully understand a problem’s significance. Leaders, in contrast, tolerate chaos and 
lack of structure and are willing to delay closure in order to understand the issues more 
fully. In this way, Zaleznik argued, business leaders have much more in common with 
artists, scientists, and other creative thinkers than they do with managers. Organizations 
need both managers and leaders to succeed, but developing both requires a reduced 
focus on logic and strategic exercises in favor of an environment where creativity and 
imagination are permitted to flourish.

 What is the ideal way to develop leadership? Every society provides its own answer to 
this question, and each, in groping for answers, defines its deepest concerns about the 
purposes, distributions, and uses of power. Business has contributed its answer to the 
leadership question by evolving a new breed called the manager. Simultaneously, 
business has established a new power ethic that favors collective over individual 
leadership, the cult of the group over that of personality. While ensuring the 
competence, control, and the balance of power among groups with the potential for 
rivalry, managerial leadership unfortunately does not necessarily ensure imagination, 
creativity, or ethical behavior in guiding the destinies of corporate enterprises. 

Leadership inevitably requires using power to influence the thoughts and actions of other 
people. Power in the hands of an individual entails human risks: first, the risk of 
equating power with the ability to get immediate results; second, the risk of ignoring the 
many different ways people can legitimately accumulate power; and third, the risk of 
losing self-control in the desire for power. The need to hedge these risks accounts in part 
for the development of collective leadership and the managerial ethic. Consequently, an 
inherent conservatism dominates the culture of large organizations. In The Second 
American Revolution, John D. Rockefeller III describes the conservatism of 
organizations: 

“An organization is a system, with a logic of its own, and all the weight of tradition and 
inertia. The deck is stacked in favor of the tried and proven way of doing things and 
against the taking of risks and striking out in new directions.”1 

Out of this conservatism and inertia, organizations provide succession to power through 
the development of managers rather than individual leaders. Ironically, this ethic fosters 
a bureaucratic culture in business, supposedly the last bastion protecting us from the 
encroachments and controls of bureaucracy in government and education. 

Manager vs. Leader Personality 

A managerial culture emphasizes rationality and control. Whether his or her energies are 
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directed toward goals, resources, organization structures, or people, a manager is a 
problem solver. The manager asks: “What problems have to be solved, and what are the 
best ways to achieve results so that people will continue to contribute to this 
organization?” From this perspective, leadership is simply a practical effort to direct 
affairs; and to fulfill his or her task, a manager requires that many people operate 
efficiently at different levels of status and responsibility. It takes neither genius nor 
heroism to be a manager, but rather persistence, tough-mindedness, hard work, 
intelligence, analytical ability, and perhaps most important, tolerance and goodwill. 

Another conception of leadership, however, attaches almost mystical beliefs to what a 
leader is and assumes that only great people are worthy of the drama of power and 
politics. Here leadership is a psychodrama in which a brilliant, lonely person must gain 
control of himself or herself as a precondition for controlling others. Such an expectation 
of leadership contrasts sharply with the mundane, practical, and yet important 
conception that leadership is really managing work that other people do. 

Three questions come to mind. Is this leadership mystique merely a holdover from our 
childhood—from a sense of dependency and a longing for good and heroic parents? Or is 
it true that no matter how competent managers are, their leadership stagnates because 
of their limitations in visualizing purposes and generating value in work? Driven by 
narrow purposes, without an imaginative capacity and the ability to communicate, do 
managers then perpetuate group conflicts instead of reforming them into broader desires 
and goals? 

If indeed problems demand greatness, then judging by past performance, the selection 
and development of leaders leave a great deal to chance. There are no known ways to 
train “great” leaders. Further, beyond what we leave to chance, there is a deeper issue 
in the relationship between the need for competent managers and the longing for great 
leaders. 

What it takes to ensure a supply of people who will assume practical responsibility may 
inhibit the development of great leaders. On the other hand, the presence of great 
leaders may undermine the development of managers who typically become very 
anxious in the relative disorder that leaders seem to generate. 

It is easy enough to dismiss the dilemma of training managers, though we may need 
new leaders or leaders at the expense of managers, by saying that the need is for people 
who can be both. But just as a managerial culture differs from the entrepreneurial 
culture that develops when leaders appear in organizations, managers and leaders are 
very different kinds of people. They differ in motivation, personal history, and in how 
they think and act. 

Attitudes Toward Goals 

Managers tend to adopt impersonal, if not passive, attitudes toward goals. Managerial 
goals arise out of necessities rather than desires and, therefore, are deeply embedded in 
their organization’s history and culture. 

Frederic G. Donner, chairman and chief executive officer of General Motors from 1958 to 
1967, expressed this kind of attitude toward goals in defining GM’s position on product 
development: 

“To meet the challenge of the marketplace, we must recognize changes in customer 
needs and desires far enough ahead to have the right products in the right places at the 
right time and in the right quantity. 

“We must balance trends in preference against the many compromises that are 
necessary to make a final product that is both reliable and good looking, that performs 
well and that sells at a competitive price in the necessary volume. We must design not 
just the cars we would like to build but, more important, the cars that our customers 
want to buy.”2 

Nowhere in this statement is there a notion that consumer tastes and preferences arise 
in part as a result of what manufacturers do. In reality, through product design, 
advertising, and promotion, consumers learn to like what they then say they need. Few 
would argue that people who enjoy taking snapshots need a camera that also develops 
pictures. But in response to a need for novelty, convenience, and a shorter interval 
between acting (snapping the picture) and gaining pleasure (seeing the shot), the 
Polaroid camera succeeded in the marketplace. It is inconceivable that Edwin Land 
responded to impressions of consumer need. Instead, he translated a technology 
(polarization of light) into a product, which proliferated and stimulated consumers’ 



desires. 

The example of Polaroid and Land suggests how leaders think about goals. They are 
active instead of reactive, shaping ideas instead of responding to them. Leaders adopt a 
personal and active attitude toward goals. The influence a leader exerts in altering 
moods, evoking images and expectations, and in establishing specific desires and 
objectives determines the direction a business takes. The net result of this influence 
changes the way people think about what is desirable, possible, and necessary. 

Conceptions of Work 

Managers tend to view work as an enabling process involving some combination of 
people and ideas interacting to establish strategies and make decisions. They help the 
process along by calculating the interests in opposition, planning when controversial 
issues should surface, and reducing tensions. In this enabling process, managers’ tactics 
appear flexible: on one hand, they negotiate and bargain; on the other, they use 
rewards, punishments, and other forms of coercion. 

Alfred P. Sloan’s actions at General Motors illustrate how this process works in situations 
of conflict. The time was the early 1920s when Ford Motor Company still dominated the 
automobile industry using, as did General Motors, the conventional water-cooled engine. 
With the full backing of Pierre du Pont, Charles Kettering dedicated himself to the design 
of an air-cooled copper engine, which, if successful, would be a great technical and 
marketing coup for GM. Kettering believed in his product, but the manufacturing division 
heads opposed the new design on two grounds: first, it was technically unreliable, and 
second, the corporation was putting all its eggs in one basket by investing in a new 
product instead of attending to the current marketing situation. 

In the summer of 1923, after a series of false starts and after its decision to recall the 
copper engine Chevrolets from dealers and customers, GM management scrapped the 
project. When it dawned on Kettering that the company had rejected the engine, he was 
deeply discouraged and wrote to Sloan that, without the “organized resistance” against 
the project, it would have succeeded and that, unless the project were saved, he would 
leave the company. 

Alfred Sloan was all too aware that Kettering was unhappy and indeed intended to leave 
General Motors. Sloan was also aware that, while the manufacturing divisions strongly 
opposed the new engine, Pierre du Pont supported Kettering. Further, Sloan had himself 
gone on record in a letter to Kettering less than two years earlier expressing full 
confidence in him. The problem Sloan had was how to make his decision stick, keep 
Kettering in the organization (he was much too valuable to lose), avoid alienating du 
Pont, and encourage the division heads to continue developing product lines using 
conventional water-cooled engines. 

Sloan’s actions in the face of this conflict reveal much about how managers work. First, 
he tried to reassure Kettering by presenting the problem in a very ambiguous fashion, 
suggesting that he and the executive committee sided with Kettering, but that it would 
not be practical to force the divisions to do what they were opposed to. He presented the 
problem as being a question of the people, not the product. Second, he proposed to 
reorganize around the problem by consolidating all functions in a new division that would 
be responsible for the design, production, and marketing of the new engine. This solution 
appeared as ambiguous as his efforts to placate Kettering. Sloan wrote: “My plan was to 
create an independent pilot operation under the sole jurisdiction of Mr. Kettering, a kind 
of copper-cooled car division. Mr. Kettering would designate his own chief engineer and 
his production staff to solve the technical problems of manufacture.”3 

Sloan did not discuss the practical value of this solution, which included saddling an 
inventor with management responsibility, but in effect, he used this plan to limit his 
conflict with Pierre du Pont. 

Essentially, the managerial solution that Sloan arranged limited the options available to 
others. The structural solution narrowed choices, even limiting emotional reactions to the 
point where the key people could do nothing but go along. It allowed Sloan to say in his 
memorandum to du Pont, “We have discussed the matter with Mr. Kettering at some 
length this morning, and he agrees with us absolutely on every point we made. He 
appears to receive the suggestion enthusiastically and has every confidence that it can 
be put across along these lines.”4 

Sloan placated people who opposed his views by developing a structural solution that 
appeared to give something but in reality only limited options. He could then authorize 
the car division’s general manager, with whom he basically agreed, to move quickly in 



designing water-cooled cars for the immediate market demand. 

Years later, Sloan wrote, evidently with tongue in cheek, “The copper-cooled car never 
came up again in a big way. It just died out; I don’t know why.”5 

To get people to accept solutions to problems, managers continually need to coordinate 
and balance opposing views. Interestingly enough, this type of work has much in 
common with what diplomats and mediators do, with Henry Kissinger apparently an 
outstanding practitioner. Managers aim to shift balances of power toward solutions 
acceptable as compromises among conflicting values. 

Leaders work in the opposite direction. Where managers act to limit choices, leaders 
develop fresh approaches to long-standing problems and open issues to new options. To 
be effective, leaders must project their ideas onto images that excite people and only 
then develop choices that give those images substance. 

John F. Kennedy’s brief presidency shows both the strengths and weaknesses connected 
with the excitement leaders generate in their work. In his inaugural address he said, “Let 
every nation know, whether it wishes us well or ill, that we shall pay any price, bear any 
burden, meet any hardship, support any friend, oppose any foe, in order to assure the 
survival and the success of liberty.” 

Is the leadership mystique merely a holdover from our 
childhood—from a sense of dependency and a longing 

for good and heroic parents?

This much-quoted statement forced people to react beyond immediate concerns and to 
identify with Kennedy and with important shared ideals. On closer scrutiny, however, the 
statement is absurd because it promises a position, which, if adopted, as in the Vietnam 
War, could produce disastrous results. Yet unless expectations are aroused and 
mobilized, with all the dangers of frustration inherent in heightened desire, new thinking 
and new choice can never come to light. 

Leaders work from high-risk positions; indeed, they are often temperamentally disposed 
to seek out risk and danger, especially where the chance of opportunity and reward 
appears promising. From my observations, the reason one individual seeks risks while 
another approaches problems conservatively depends more on his or her personality and 
less on conscious choice. For those who become managers, a survival instinct dominates 
the need for risk, and with that instinct comes an ability to tolerate mundane, practical 
work. Leaders sometimes react to mundane work as to an affliction. 

Relations with Others 

Managers prefer to work with people; they avoid solitary activity because it makes them 
anxious. Several years ago, I directed studies on the psychological aspects of careers. 
The need to seek out others with whom to work and collaborate seemed to stand out as 
an important characteristic of managers. When asked, for example, to write imaginative 
stories in response to a picture showing a single figure (a boy contemplating a violin or a 
man silhouetted in a state of reflection), managers populated their stories with people. 
The following is an example of a manager’s imaginative story about the young boy 
contemplating a violin: 

“Mom and Dad insisted that their son take music lessons so that someday he can 
become a concert musician. His instrument was ordered and had just arrived. The boy is 
weighing the alternatives of playing football with the other kids or playing with the 
squeak box. He can’t understand how his parents could think a violin is better than a 
touchdown. 

“After four months of practicing the violin, the boy has had more than enough, Dad is 
going out of his mind, and Mom is willing to give in reluctantly to their wishes. Football 
season is now over, but a good third baseman will take the field next spring.” 

This story illustrates two themes that clarify managerial attitudes toward human 
relations. The first, as I have suggested, is to seek out activity with other people (that is, 
the football team), and the second is to maintain a low level of emotional involvement in 
those relationships. Low emotional involvement appears in the writer’s use of 
conventional metaphors, even clichés, and in the depiction of the ready transformation 
of potential conflict into harmonious decisions. In this case, the boy, Mom, and Dad 
agree to give up the violin for sports. 



These two themes may seem paradoxical, but their coexistence supports what a 
manager does, including reconciling differences, seeking compromises, and establishing 
a balance of power. The story further demonstrates that managers may lack empathy, or 
the capacity to sense intuitively the thoughts and feelings of others. Consider another 
story written to the same stimulus picture by someone thought of as a leader by his 
peers: 

“This little boy has the appearance of being a sincere artist, one who is deeply affected 
by the violin, and has an intense desire to master the instrument. 

“He seems to have just completed his normal practice session and appears to be 
somewhat crestfallen at his inability to produce the sounds that he is sure lie within the 
violin. 

“He appears to be in the process of making a vow to himself to expend the necessary 
time and effort to play this instrument until he satisfies himself that he is able to bring 
forth the qualities of music that he feels within himself. 

“With this type of determination and carry- through, this boy became one of the great 
violinists of his day.” 

Empathy is not simply a matter of paying attention to other people. It is also the 
capacity to take in emotional signals and make them meaningful in a relationship. People 
who describe another person as “deeply affected,” with “intense desire,” “crestfallen,” 
and as one who can “vow to himself” would seem to have an inner perceptiveness that 
they can use in their relationships with others. 

Managers relate to people according to the role they play in a sequence of events or in a 
decision-making process, while leaders, who are concerned with ideas, relate in more 
intuitive and empathetic ways. The distinction is simply between a manager’s attention 
to how things get done and a leader’s to what the events and decisions mean to 
participants. 

In recent years, managers have adopted from game theory the notion that decision-
making events can be one of two types: the win-lose situation (or zero-sum game) or 
the win-win situation in which everybody in the action comes out ahead. Managers strive 
to convert win-lose into win-win situations as part of the process of reconciling 
differences among people and maintaining balances of power. 

For those who become managers, a survival instinct 
dominates the need for risk, and with that instinct 

comes an ability to tolerate mundane, practical work. 

As an illustration, take the decision of how to allocate capital resources among operating 
divisions in a large, decentralized organization. On the surface, the dollars available for 
distribution are limited at any given time. Presumably, therefore, the more one division 
gets, the less is available for other divisions. 

Managers tend to view this situation (as it affects human relations) as a conversion 
issue: how to make what seems like a win-lose problem into a win-win problem. From 
that perspective, several solutions come to mind. First, the manager focuses others’ 
attention on procedure and not on substance. Here the players become engrossed in the 
bigger problem of how to make decisions, not what decisions to make. Once committed 
to the bigger problem, these people have to support the outcome since they were 
involved in formulating the decision-making rules. Because they believe in the rules they 
formulated, they will accept present losses, believing that next time they will win. 

Second, the manager communicates to subordinates indirectly, using “signals” instead of 
“messages.” A signal holds a number of implicit positions, while a message clearly states 
a position. Signals are inconclusive and subject to reinterpretation should people become 
upset and angry; messages involve the direct consequence that some people will indeed 
not like what they hear. The nature of messages heightens emotional response and 
makes managers anxious. With signals, the question of who wins and who loses often 
becomes obscured. 

Third, the manager plays for time. Managers seem to recognize that with the passage of 
time and the delay of major decisions, compromises emerge that take the sting out of 
win-lose situations, and the original “game” will be superseded by additional situations. 
Compromises mean that one may win and lose simultaneously, depending on which of 
the games one evaluates. 



There are undoubtedly many other tactical moves managers use to change human 
situations from win-lose to win-win. But the point is that such tactics focus on the 
decision-making process itself, and that process interests managers rather than leaders. 
Tactical interests involve costs as well as benefits; they make organizations fatter in 
bureaucratic and political intrigue and leaner in direct, hard activity and warm human 
relationships. Consequently, one often hears subordinates characterize managers as 
inscrutable, detached, and manipulative. These adjectives arise from the subordinates’ 
perception that they are linked together in a process whose purpose is to maintain a 
controlled as well as rational and equitable structure. 

In contrast, one often hears leaders referred to with adjectives rich in emotional content. 
Leaders attract strong feelings of identity and difference or of love and hate. Human 
relations in leader-dominated structures often appear turbulent, intense, and at times 
even disorganized. Such an atmosphere intensifies individual motivation and often 
produces unanticipated outcomes. 

Senses of Self 

In The Varieties of Religious Experience, William James describes two basic personality 
types, “once-born” and “twice-born.” People of the former personality type are those for 
whom adjustments to life have been straightforward and whose lives have been more or 
less a peaceful flow since birth. Twice-borns, on the other hand, have not had an easy 
time of it. Their lives are marked by a continual struggle to attain some sense of order. 
Unlike once-borns, they cannot take things for granted. According to James, these 
personalities have equally different worldviews. For a once-born personality, the sense of 
self as a guide to conduct and attitude derives from a feeling of being at home and in 
harmony with one’s environment. For a twice-born, the sense of self derives from a 
feeling of profound separateness. 

A sense of belonging or of being separate has a practical significance for the kinds of 
investments managers and leaders make in their careers. Managers see themselves as 
conservators and regulators of an existing order of affairs with which they personally 
identify and from which they gain rewards. A manager’s sense of self-worth is enhanced 
by perpetuating and strengthening existing institutions: he or she is performing in a role 
that harmonizes with ideals of duty and responsibility. William James had this harmony 
in mind—this sense of self as flowing easily to and from the outer world—in defining a 
once-born personality. 

Leaders tend to be twice-born personalities, people who feel separate from their 
environment. They may work in organizations, but they never belong to them. Their 
sense of who they are does not depend on memberships, work roles, or other social 
indicators of identity. And that perception of identity may form the theoretical basis for 
explaining why certain individuals seek opportunities for change. The methods to bring 
about change may be technological, political, or ideological, but the object is the same: 
to profoundly alter human, economic, and political relationships. 

In considering the development of leadership, we have to examine two different courses 
of life history: (1) development through socialization, which prepares the individual to 
guide institutions and to maintain the existing balance of social relations; and (2) 
development through personal mastery, which impels an individual to struggle for 
psychological and social change. Society produces its managerial talent through the first 
line of development; leaders emerge through the second. 

Development of Leadership 

Every person’s development begins with family. Each person experiences the traumas 
associated with separating from his or her parents, as well as the pain that follows such 
a wrench. In the same vein, all individuals face the difficulties of achieving self-
regulation and self-control. But for some, perhaps a majority, the fortunes of childhood 
provide adequate gratifications and sufficient opportunities to find substitutes for 
rewards no longer available. Such individuals, the “once-borns,” make moderate 
identifications with parents and find a harmony between what they expect and what they 
are able to realize from life. 

But suppose the pains of separation are amplified by a combination of parental demands 
and individual needs to the degree that a sense of isolation, of being special, or of 
wariness disrupts the bonds that attach children to parents and other authority figures? 
Given a special aptitude under such conditions, the person becomes deeply involved in 
his or her inner world at the expense of interest in the outer world. For such a person, 
self-esteem no longer depends solely on positive attachments and real rewards. A form 



of self-reliance takes hold along with expectations of performance and achievement, and 
perhaps even the desire to do great works. 

Such self-perceptions can come to nothing if the individual’s talents are negligible. Even 
with strong talents, there are no guarantees that achievement will follow, let alone that 
the end result will be for good rather than evil. Other factors enter into development as 
well. For one, leaders are like artists and other gifted people who often struggle with 
neuroses; their ability to function varies considerably even over the short run, and some 
potential leaders lose the struggle altogether. Also, beyond early childhood, the 
development patterns that affect managers and leaders involve the selective influence of 
particular people. Managerial personalities form moderate and widely distributed 
attachments. Leaders, on the other hand, establish, and also break off, intensive one-to-
one relationships. 

It is a common observation that people with great talents are often indifferent students. 
No one, for example, could have predicted Einstein’s great achievements on the basis of 
his mediocre record in school. The reason for mediocrity is obviously not the absence of 
ability. It may result, instead, from self-absorption and the inability to pay attention to 
the ordinary tasks at hand. The only sure way an individual can interrupt reverie-like 
preoccupation and self-absorption is to form a deep attachment to a great teacher or 
other person who understands and has the ability to communicate with the gifted 
individual. 

Whether gifted individuals find what they need in one-to-one relationships depends on 
the availability of teachers, possibly parental surrogates, whose strengths lie in 
cultivating talent. Fortunately, when generations meet and the self-selections occur, we 
learn more about how to develop leaders and how talented people of different 
generations influence each other. 

While apparently destined for mediocre careers, people who form important one-to-one 
apprenticeship relationships often are able to accelerate and intensify their development. 
The psychological readiness of an individual to benefit from such a relationship depends 
on some experience in life that forces that person to turn inward. 

Consider Dwight Eisenhower, whose early career in the army foreshadowed very little 
about his future development. During World War I, while some of his West Point 
classmates were already experiencing the war firsthand in France, Eisenhower felt 
“embedded in the monotony and unsought safety of the Zone of the Interior…that was 
intolerable punishment.”6 

Shortly after World War I, Eisenhower, then a young officer somewhat pessimistic about 
his career chances, asked for a transfer to Panama to work under General Fox Connor, a 
senior officer whom he admired. The army turned down his request. This setback was 
very much on Eisenhower’s mind when Ikey, his first born son, succumbed to influenza. 
Through some sense of responsibility for its own, the army then transferred Eisenhower 
to Panama, where he took up his duties under General Connor with the shadow of his 
lost son very much upon him. 

In a relationship with the kind of father he would have wanted to be, Eisenhower 
reverted to being the son he had lost. And in this highly charged situation, he began to 
learn from his teacher. General Connor offered, and Eisenhower gladly took, a 
magnificent tutorial on the military. The effects of this relationship on Eisenhower cannot 
be measured quantitatively, but in examining his career path from that point, one cannot 
overestimate its significance. 

As Eisenhower wrote later about Connor, “Life with General Connor was a sort of 
graduate school in military affairs and the humanities, leavened by a man who was 
experienced in his knowledge of men and their conduct. I can never adequately express 
my gratitude to this one gentleman…. In a lifetime of association with great and good 
men, he is the one more or less invisible figure to whom I owe an incalculable debt.”7 

Some time after his tour of duty with General Connor, Eisenhower’s breakthrough 
occurred. He received orders to attend the Command and General Staff School at Fort 
Leavenworth, one of the most competitive schools in the army. It was a coveted 
appointment, and Eisenhower took advantage of the opportunity. Unlike his performance 
in high school and West Point, his work at the Command School was excellent; he was 
graduated first in his class. 

Psychological biographies of gifted people repeatedly demonstrate the important part a 
teacher plays in developing an individual. Andrew Carnegie owed much to his senior, 
Thomas A. Scott. As head of the Western Division of the Pennsylvania Railroad, Scott 



recognized talent and the desire to learn in the young telegrapher assigned to him. By 
giving Carnegie increasing responsibility and by providing him with the opportunity to 
learn through close personal observation, Scott added to Carnegie’s self-confidence and 
sense of achievement. Because of his own personal strength and achievement, Scott did 
not fear Carnegie’s aggressiveness. Rather, he gave it full play in encouraging Carnegie’s 
initiative. 

Great teachers take risks. They bet initially on talent they perceive in younger people. 
And they risk emotional involvement in working closely with their juniors. The risks do 
not always pay off, but the willingness to take them appears to be crucial in developing 
leaders. 

Can Organizations Develop Leaders? 

A myth about how people learn and develop that seems to have taken hold in American 
culture also dominates thinking in business. The myth is that people learn best from 
their peers. Supposedly, the threat of evaluation and even humiliation recedes in peer 
relations because of the tendency for mutual identification and the social restraints on 
authoritarian behavior among equals. Peer training in organizations occurs in various 
forms. The use, for example, of task forces made up of peers from several interested 
occupational groups (sales, production, research, and finance) supposedly removes the 
restraints of authority on the individual’s willingness to assert and exchange ideas. As a 
result, so the theory goes, people interact more freely, listen more objectively to 
criticism and other points of view, and, finally, learn from this healthy interchange. 

Another application of peer training exists in some large corporations, such as Philips N.
V. in Holland, where organizational structure is built on the principle of joint 
responsibility of two peers, one representing the commercial end of the business and the 
other the technical. Formally, both hold equal responsibility for geographic operations or 
product groups, as the case may be. As a practical matter, it may turn out that one or 
the other of the peers dominates the management. Nevertheless, the main interaction is 
between two or more equals. 

Leaders tend to feel separate from their environment. 
They may work in organizations, but they never belong 

to them. 

The principal question I raise about such arrangements is whether they perpetuate the 
managerial orientation and preclude the formation of one-to-one relationships between 
senior people and potential leaders. 

Aware of the possible stifling effects of peer relationships on aggressiveness and 
individual initiative, another company, much smaller than Philips, utilizes joint 
responsibility of peers for operating units, with one important difference. The chief 
executive of this company encourages competition and rivalry among peers, ultimately 
rewarding the one who comes out on top with increased responsibility. These hybrid 
arrangements produce some unintended consequences that can be disastrous. There is 
no easy way to limit rivalry. Instead, it permeates all levels of the operation and opens 
the way for the formation of cliques in an atmosphere of intrigue. 

One large, integrated oil company has accepted the importance of developing leaders 
through the direct influence of senior on junior executives. The chairman and chief 
executive officer regularly selects one talented university graduate whom he appoints his 
special assistant, and with whom he will work closely for a year. At the end of the year, 
the junior executive becomes available for assignment to one of the operating divisions, 
where he or she will be assigned to a responsible post rather than a training position. 
This apprenticeship acquaints the junior executive firsthand with the use of power and 
with the important antidotes to the power disease called hubris—performance and 
integrity. 

Working in one-to-one relationships, where there is a formal and recognized difference in 
the power of the players, takes a great deal of tolerance for emotional interchange. This 
interchange, inevitable in close working arrangements, probably accounts for the 
reluctance of many executives to become involved in such relationships. Fortune carried 
an interesting story on the departure of a key executive, John W. Hanley, from the top 
management of Procter & Gamble to the chief executive officer position at Monsanto.8 
According to this account, the chief executive and chairman of P&G passed over Hanley 
for appointment to the presidency, instead naming another executive vice president to 
this post. 



The chairman evidently felt he could not work well with Hanley who, by his own 
acknowledgment, was aggressive, eager to experiment and change practices, and 
constantly challenged his superior. A chief executive officer naturally has the right to 
select people with whom he feels congenial. But I wonder whether a greater capacity on 
the part of senior officers to tolerate the competitive impulses and behavior of their 
subordinates might not be healthy for corporations. At least a greater tolerance for 
interchange would not favor the managerial team player at the expense of the individual 
who might become a leader. 

I am constantly surprised at the frequency with which chief executives feel threatened 
by open challenges to their ideas, as though the source of their authority, rather than 
their specific ideas, was at issue. In one case, a chief executive officer, who was troubled 
by the aggressiveness and sometimes outright rudeness of one of his talented vice 
presidents, used various indirect methods such as group meetings and hints from 
outside directors to avoid dealing with his subordinate. I advised the executive to deal 
head-on with what irritated him. I suggested that by direct, face-to-face confrontation, 
both he and his subordinate would learn to validate the distinction between the authority 
to be preserved and the issues to be debated. 

The ability to confront is also the ability to tolerate aggressive interchange. And that skill 
not only has the net effect of stripping away the veils of ambiguity and signaling so 
characteristic of managerial cultures, but also it encourages the emotional relationships 
leaders need if they are to survive. 

 1. (HarperCollins, 1973). 

2. Alfred P. Sloan, Jr., My Years with General Motors (New York: Doubleday, 1964). 

3. Ibid. 

4. Ibid. 

5. Ibid. 

6. Dwight D. Eisenhower, At Ease: Stories I Tell to Friends (New York: Doubleday, 1967). 

7. Ibid. 

8. “Jack Hanley Got There by Selling Harder,” Fortune, November 1976.
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 Managers and Leaders  

 Are They Different?  

 Business leaders have much more in common with artists than they do 
with managers.

 

 by Abraham Zaleznik  

Abraham Zaleznik is the Konosuke Matsushita Professor of Leadership Emeritus at Harvard Business 
School in Boston. 

The traditional view of management, back in 1977 when Abraham Zaleznik wrote this 
article, centered on organizational structure and processes. Managerial development at 
the time focused exclusively on building competence, control, and the appropriate 
balance of power. That view, Zaleznik argued, omitted the essential leadership elements 
of inspiration, vision, and human passion—which drive corporate success.

The difference between managers and leaders, he wrote, lies in the conceptions they 
hold, deep in their psyches, of chaos and order. Managers embrace process, seek 
stability and control, and instinctively try to resolve problems quickly—sometimes before 
they fully understand a problem’s significance. Leaders, in contrast, tolerate chaos and 
lack of structure and are willing to delay closure in order to understand the issues more 
fully. In this way, Zaleznik argued, business leaders have much more in common with 
artists, scientists, and other creative thinkers than they do with managers. Organizations 
need both managers and leaders to succeed, but developing both requires a reduced 
focus on logic and strategic exercises in favor of an environment where creativity and 
imagination are permitted to flourish.

 What is the ideal way to develop leadership? Every society provides its own answer to 
this question, and each, in groping for answers, defines its deepest concerns about the 
purposes, distributions, and uses of power. Business has contributed its answer to the 
leadership question by evolving a new breed called the manager. Simultaneously, 
business has established a new power ethic that favors collective over individual 
leadership, the cult of the group over that of personality. While ensuring the 
competence, control, and the balance of power among groups with the potential for 
rivalry, managerial leadership unfortunately does not necessarily ensure imagination, 
creativity, or ethical behavior in guiding the destinies of corporate enterprises. 

Leadership inevitably requires using power to influence the thoughts and actions of other 
people. Power in the hands of an individual entails human risks: first, the risk of 
equating power with the ability to get immediate results; second, the risk of ignoring the 
many different ways people can legitimately accumulate power; and third, the risk of 
losing self-control in the desire for power. The need to hedge these risks accounts in part 
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for the development of collective leadership and the managerial ethic. Consequently, an 
inherent conservatism dominates the culture of large organizations. In The Second 
American Revolution, John D. Rockefeller III describes the conservatism of 
organizations: 

“An organization is a system, with a logic of its own, and all the weight of tradition and 
inertia. The deck is stacked in favor of the tried and proven way of doing things and 
against the taking of risks and striking out in new directions.”1 

Out of this conservatism and inertia, organizations provide succession to power through 
the development of managers rather than individual leaders. Ironically, this ethic fosters 
a bureaucratic culture in business, supposedly the last bastion protecting us from the 
encroachments and controls of bureaucracy in government and education. 

Manager vs. Leader Personality 

A managerial culture emphasizes rationality and control. Whether his or her energies are 
directed toward goals, resources, organization structures, or people, a manager is a 
problem solver. The manager asks: “What problems have to be solved, and what are the 
best ways to achieve results so that people will continue to contribute to this 
organization?” From this perspective, leadership is simply a practical effort to direct 
affairs; and to fulfill his or her task, a manager requires that many people operate 
efficiently at different levels of status and responsibility. It takes neither genius nor 
heroism to be a manager, but rather persistence, tough-mindedness, hard work, 
intelligence, analytical ability, and perhaps most important, tolerance and goodwill. 

Another conception of leadership, however, attaches almost mystical beliefs to what a 
leader is and assumes that only great people are worthy of the drama of power and 
politics. Here leadership is a psychodrama in which a brilliant, lonely person must gain 
control of himself or herself as a precondition for controlling others. Such an expectation 
of leadership contrasts sharply with the mundane, practical, and yet important 
conception that leadership is really managing work that other people do. 

Three questions come to mind. Is this leadership mystique merely a holdover from our 
childhood—from a sense of dependency and a longing for good and heroic parents? Or is 
it true that no matter how competent managers are, their leadership stagnates because 
of their limitations in visualizing purposes and generating value in work? Driven by 
narrow purposes, without an imaginative capacity and the ability to communicate, do 
managers then perpetuate group conflicts instead of reforming them into broader desires 
and goals? 

If indeed problems demand greatness, then judging by past performance, the selection 
and development of leaders leave a great deal to chance. There are no known ways to 
train “great” leaders. Further, beyond what we leave to chance, there is a deeper issue 
in the relationship between the need for competent managers and the longing for great 
leaders. 

What it takes to ensure a supply of people who will assume practical responsibility may 
inhibit the development of great leaders. On the other hand, the presence of great 
leaders may undermine the development of managers who typically become very 
anxious in the relative disorder that leaders seem to generate. 

It is easy enough to dismiss the dilemma of training managers, though we may need 
new leaders or leaders at the expense of managers, by saying that the need is for people 
who can be both. But just as a managerial culture differs from the entrepreneurial 
culture that develops when leaders appear in organizations, managers and leaders are 



very different kinds of people. They differ in motivation, personal history, and in how 
they think and act. 

Attitudes Toward Goals 

Managers tend to adopt impersonal, if not passive, attitudes toward goals. Managerial 
goals arise out of necessities rather than desires and, therefore, are deeply embedded in 
their organization’s history and culture. 

Frederic G. Donner, chairman and chief executive officer of General Motors from 1958 to 
1967, expressed this kind of attitude toward goals in defining GM’s position on product 
development: 

“To meet the challenge of the marketplace, we must recognize changes in customer 
needs and desires far enough ahead to have the right products in the right places at the 
right time and in the right quantity. 

“We must balance trends in preference against the many compromises that are 
necessary to make a final product that is both reliable and good looking, that performs 
well and that sells at a competitive price in the necessary volume. We must design not 
just the cars we would like to build but, more important, the cars that our customers 
want to buy.”2 

Nowhere in this statement is there a notion that consumer tastes and preferences arise 
in part as a result of what manufacturers do. In reality, through product design, 
advertising, and promotion, consumers learn to like what they then say they need. Few 
would argue that people who enjoy taking snapshots need a camera that also develops 
pictures. But in response to a need for novelty, convenience, and a shorter interval 
between acting (snapping the picture) and gaining pleasure (seeing the shot), the 
Polaroid camera succeeded in the marketplace. It is inconceivable that Edwin Land 
responded to impressions of consumer need. Instead, he translated a technology 
(polarization of light) into a product, which proliferated and stimulated consumers’ 
desires. 

The example of Polaroid and Land suggests how leaders think about goals. They are 
active instead of reactive, shaping ideas instead of responding to them. Leaders adopt a 
personal and active attitude toward goals. The influence a leader exerts in altering 
moods, evoking images and expectations, and in establishing specific desires and 
objectives determines the direction a business takes. The net result of this influence 
changes the way people think about what is desirable, possible, and necessary. 

Conceptions of Work 

Managers tend to view work as an enabling process involving some combination of 
people and ideas interacting to establish strategies and make decisions. They help the 
process along by calculating the interests in opposition, planning when controversial 
issues should surface, and reducing tensions. In this enabling process, managers’ tactics 
appear flexible: on one hand, they negotiate and bargain; on the other, they use 
rewards, punishments, and other forms of coercion. 

Alfred P. Sloan’s actions at General Motors illustrate how this process works in situations 
of conflict. The time was the early 1920s when Ford Motor Company still dominated the 
automobile industry using, as did General Motors, the conventional water-cooled engine. 
With the full backing of Pierre du Pont, Charles Kettering dedicated himself to the design 
of an air-cooled copper engine, which, if successful, would be a great technical and 
marketing coup for GM. Kettering believed in his product, but the manufacturing division 



heads opposed the new design on two grounds: first, it was technically unreliable, and 
second, the corporation was putting all its eggs in one basket by investing in a new 
product instead of attending to the current marketing situation. 

In the summer of 1923, after a series of false starts and after its decision to recall the 
copper engine Chevrolets from dealers and customers, GM management scrapped the 
project. When it dawned on Kettering that the company had rejected the engine, he was 
deeply discouraged and wrote to Sloan that, without the “organized resistance” against 
the project, it would have succeeded and that, unless the project were saved, he would 
leave the company. 

Alfred Sloan was all too aware that Kettering was unhappy and indeed intended to leave 
General Motors. Sloan was also aware that, while the manufacturing divisions strongly 
opposed the new engine, Pierre du Pont supported Kettering. Further, Sloan had himself 
gone on record in a letter to Kettering less than two years earlier expressing full 
confidence in him. The problem Sloan had was how to make his decision stick, keep 
Kettering in the organization (he was much too valuable to lose), avoid alienating du 
Pont, and encourage the division heads to continue developing product lines using 
conventional water-cooled engines. 

Sloan’s actions in the face of this conflict reveal much about how managers work. First, 
he tried to reassure Kettering by presenting the problem in a very ambiguous fashion, 
suggesting that he and the executive committee sided with Kettering, but that it would 
not be practical to force the divisions to do what they were opposed to. He presented the 
problem as being a question of the people, not the product. Second, he proposed to 
reorganize around the problem by consolidating all functions in a new division that would 
be responsible for the design, production, and marketing of the new engine. This solution 
appeared as ambiguous as his efforts to placate Kettering. Sloan wrote: “My plan was to 
create an independent pilot operation under the sole jurisdiction of Mr. Kettering, a kind 
of copper-cooled car division. Mr. Kettering would designate his own chief engineer and 
his production staff to solve the technical problems of manufacture.”3 

Sloan did not discuss the practical value of this solution, which included saddling an 
inventor with management responsibility, but in effect, he used this plan to limit his 
conflict with Pierre du Pont. 

Essentially, the managerial solution that Sloan arranged limited the options available to 
others. The structural solution narrowed choices, even limiting emotional reactions to the 
point where the key people could do nothing but go along. It allowed Sloan to say in his 
memorandum to du Pont, “We have discussed the matter with Mr. Kettering at some 
length this morning, and he agrees with us absolutely on every point we made. He 
appears to receive the suggestion enthusiastically and has every confidence that it can 
be put across along these lines.”4 

Sloan placated people who opposed his views by developing a structural solution that 
appeared to give something but in reality only limited options. He could then authorize 
the car division’s general manager, with whom he basically agreed, to move quickly in 
designing water-cooled cars for the immediate market demand. 

Years later, Sloan wrote, evidently with tongue in cheek, “The copper-cooled car never 
came up again in a big way. It just died out; I don’t know why.”5 

To get people to accept solutions to problems, managers continually need to coordinate 
and balance opposing views. Interestingly enough, this type of work has much in 
common with what diplomats and mediators do, with Henry Kissinger apparently an 



outstanding practitioner. Managers aim to shift balances of power toward solutions 
acceptable as compromises among conflicting values. 

Leaders work in the opposite direction. Where managers act to limit choices, leaders 
develop fresh approaches to long-standing problems and open issues to new options. To 
be effective, leaders must project their ideas onto images that excite people and only 
then develop choices that give those images substance. 

John F. Kennedy’s brief presidency shows both the strengths and weaknesses connected 
with the excitement leaders generate in their work. In his inaugural address he said, “Let 
every nation know, whether it wishes us well or ill, that we shall pay any price, bear any 
burden, meet any hardship, support any friend, oppose any foe, in order to assure the 
survival and the success of liberty.” 

Is the leadership mystique merely a holdover from our 
childhood—from a sense of dependency and a longing 

for good and heroic parents?

This much-quoted statement forced people to react beyond immediate concerns and to 
identify with Kennedy and with important shared ideals. On closer scrutiny, however, the 
statement is absurd because it promises a position, which, if adopted, as in the Vietnam 
War, could produce disastrous results. Yet unless expectations are aroused and 
mobilized, with all the dangers of frustration inherent in heightened desire, new thinking 
and new choice can never come to light. 

Leaders work from high-risk positions; indeed, they are often temperamentally disposed 
to seek out risk and danger, especially where the chance of opportunity and reward 
appears promising. From my observations, the reason one individual seeks risks while 
another approaches problems conservatively depends more on his or her personality and 
less on conscious choice. For those who become managers, a survival instinct dominates 
the need for risk, and with that instinct comes an ability to tolerate mundane, practical 
work. Leaders sometimes react to mundane work as to an affliction. 

Relations with Others 

Managers prefer to work with people; they avoid solitary activity because it makes them 
anxious. Several years ago, I directed studies on the psychological aspects of careers. 
The need to seek out others with whom to work and collaborate seemed to stand out as 
an important characteristic of managers. When asked, for example, to write imaginative 
stories in response to a picture showing a single figure (a boy contemplating a violin or a 
man silhouetted in a state of reflection), managers populated their stories with people. 
The following is an example of a manager’s imaginative story about the young boy 
contemplating a violin: 

“Mom and Dad insisted that their son take music lessons so that someday he can 
become a concert musician. His instrument was ordered and had just arrived. The boy is 
weighing the alternatives of playing football with the other kids or playing with the 
squeak box. He can’t understand how his parents could think a violin is better than a 
touchdown. 

“After four months of practicing the violin, the boy has had more than enough, Dad is 
going out of his mind, and Mom is willing to give in reluctantly to their wishes. Football 
season is now over, but a good third baseman will take the field next spring.” 

This story illustrates two themes that clarify managerial attitudes toward human 



relations. The first, as I have suggested, is to seek out activity with other people (that is, 
the football team), and the second is to maintain a low level of emotional involvement in 
those relationships. Low emotional involvement appears in the writer’s use of 
conventional metaphors, even clichés, and in the depiction of the ready transformation 
of potential conflict into harmonious decisions. In this case, the boy, Mom, and Dad 
agree to give up the violin for sports. 

These two themes may seem paradoxical, but their coexistence supports what a 
manager does, including reconciling differences, seeking compromises, and establishing 
a balance of power. The story further demonstrates that managers may lack empathy, or 
the capacity to sense intuitively the thoughts and feelings of others. Consider another 
story written to the same stimulus picture by someone thought of as a leader by his 
peers: 

“This little boy has the appearance of being a sincere artist, one who is deeply affected 
by the violin, and has an intense desire to master the instrument. 

“He seems to have just completed his normal practice session and appears to be 
somewhat crestfallen at his inability to produce the sounds that he is sure lie within the 
violin. 

“He appears to be in the process of making a vow to himself to expend the necessary 
time and effort to play this instrument until he satisfies himself that he is able to bring 
forth the qualities of music that he feels within himself. 

“With this type of determination and carry- through, this boy became one of the great 
violinists of his day.” 

Empathy is not simply a matter of paying attention to other people. It is also the 
capacity to take in emotional signals and make them meaningful in a relationship. People 
who describe another person as “deeply affected,” with “intense desire,” “crestfallen,” 
and as one who can “vow to himself” would seem to have an inner perceptiveness that 
they can use in their relationships with others. 

Managers relate to people according to the role they play in a sequence of events or in a 
decision-making process, while leaders, who are concerned with ideas, relate in more 
intuitive and empathetic ways. The distinction is simply between a manager’s attention 
to how things get done and a leader’s to what the events and decisions mean to 
participants. 

In recent years, managers have adopted from game theory the notion that decision-
making events can be one of two types: the win-lose situation (or zero-sum game) or 
the win-win situation in which everybody in the action comes out ahead. Managers strive 
to convert win-lose into win-win situations as part of the process of reconciling 
differences among people and maintaining balances of power. 

For those who become managers, a survival instinct 
dominates the need for risk, and with that instinct 

comes an ability to tolerate mundane, practical work. 

As an illustration, take the decision of how to allocate capital resources among operating 
divisions in a large, decentralized organization. On the surface, the dollars available for 
distribution are limited at any given time. Presumably, therefore, the more one division 
gets, the less is available for other divisions. 



Managers tend to view this situation (as it affects human relations) as a conversion 
issue: how to make what seems like a win-lose problem into a win-win problem. From 
that perspective, several solutions come to mind. First, the manager focuses others’ 
attention on procedure and not on substance. Here the players become engrossed in the 
bigger problem of how to make decisions, not what decisions to make. Once committed 
to the bigger problem, these people have to support the outcome since they were 
involved in formulating the decision-making rules. Because they believe in the rules they 
formulated, they will accept present losses, believing that next time they will win. 

Second, the manager communicates to subordinates indirectly, using “signals” instead of 
“messages.” A signal holds a number of implicit positions, while a message clearly states 
a position. Signals are inconclusive and subject to reinterpretation should people become 
upset and angry; messages involve the direct consequence that some people will indeed 
not like what they hear. The nature of messages heightens emotional response and 
makes managers anxious. With signals, the question of who wins and who loses often 
becomes obscured. 

Third, the manager plays for time. Managers seem to recognize that with the passage of 
time and the delay of major decisions, compromises emerge that take the sting out of 
win-lose situations, and the original “game” will be superseded by additional situations. 
Compromises mean that one may win and lose simultaneously, depending on which of 
the games one evaluates. 

There are undoubtedly many other tactical moves managers use to change human 
situations from win-lose to win-win. But the point is that such tactics focus on the 
decision-making process itself, and that process interests managers rather than leaders. 
Tactical interests involve costs as well as benefits; they make organizations fatter in 
bureaucratic and political intrigue and leaner in direct, hard activity and warm human 
relationships. Consequently, one often hears subordinates characterize managers as 
inscrutable, detached, and manipulative. These adjectives arise from the subordinates’ 
perception that they are linked together in a process whose purpose is to maintain a 
controlled as well as rational and equitable structure. 

In contrast, one often hears leaders referred to with adjectives rich in emotional content. 
Leaders attract strong feelings of identity and difference or of love and hate. Human 
relations in leader-dominated structures often appear turbulent, intense, and at times 
even disorganized. Such an atmosphere intensifies individual motivation and often 
produces unanticipated outcomes. 

Senses of Self 

In The Varieties of Religious Experience, William James describes two basic personality 
types, “once-born” and “twice-born.” People of the former personality type are those for 
whom adjustments to life have been straightforward and whose lives have been more or 
less a peaceful flow since birth. Twice-borns, on the other hand, have not had an easy 
time of it. Their lives are marked by a continual struggle to attain some sense of order. 
Unlike once-borns, they cannot take things for granted. According to James, these 
personalities have equally different worldviews. For a once-born personality, the sense of 
self as a guide to conduct and attitude derives from a feeling of being at home and in 
harmony with one’s environment. For a twice-born, the sense of self derives from a 
feeling of profound separateness. 

A sense of belonging or of being separate has a practical significance for the kinds of 
investments managers and leaders make in their careers. Managers see themselves as 
conservators and regulators of an existing order of affairs with which they personally 
identify and from which they gain rewards. A manager’s sense of self-worth is enhanced 



by perpetuating and strengthening existing institutions: he or she is performing in a role 
that harmonizes with ideals of duty and responsibility. William James had this harmony 
in mind—this sense of self as flowing easily to and from the outer world—in defining a 
once-born personality. 

Leaders tend to be twice-born personalities, people who feel separate from their 
environment. They may work in organizations, but they never belong to them. Their 
sense of who they are does not depend on memberships, work roles, or other social 
indicators of identity. And that perception of identity may form the theoretical basis for 
explaining why certain individuals seek opportunities for change. The methods to bring 
about change may be technological, political, or ideological, but the object is the same: 
to profoundly alter human, economic, and political relationships. 

In considering the development of leadership, we have to examine two different courses 
of life history: (1) development through socialization, which prepares the individual to 
guide institutions and to maintain the existing balance of social relations; and (2) 
development through personal mastery, which impels an individual to struggle for 
psychological and social change. Society produces its managerial talent through the first 
line of development; leaders emerge through the second. 

Development of Leadership 

Every person’s development begins with family. Each person experiences the traumas 
associated with separating from his or her parents, as well as the pain that follows such 
a wrench. In the same vein, all individuals face the difficulties of achieving self-
regulation and self-control. But for some, perhaps a majority, the fortunes of childhood 
provide adequate gratifications and sufficient opportunities to find substitutes for 
rewards no longer available. Such individuals, the “once-borns,” make moderate 
identifications with parents and find a harmony between what they expect and what they 
are able to realize from life. 

But suppose the pains of separation are amplified by a combination of parental demands 
and individual needs to the degree that a sense of isolation, of being special, or of 
wariness disrupts the bonds that attach children to parents and other authority figures? 
Given a special aptitude under such conditions, the person becomes deeply involved in 
his or her inner world at the expense of interest in the outer world. For such a person, 
self-esteem no longer depends solely on positive attachments and real rewards. A form 
of self-reliance takes hold along with expectations of performance and achievement, and 
perhaps even the desire to do great works. 

Such self-perceptions can come to nothing if the individual’s talents are negligible. Even 
with strong talents, there are no guarantees that achievement will follow, let alone that 
the end result will be for good rather than evil. Other factors enter into development as 
well. For one, leaders are like artists and other gifted people who often struggle with 
neuroses; their ability to function varies considerably even over the short run, and some 
potential leaders lose the struggle altogether. Also, beyond early childhood, the 
development patterns that affect managers and leaders involve the selective influence of 
particular people. Managerial personalities form moderate and widely distributed 
attachments. Leaders, on the other hand, establish, and also break off, intensive one-to-
one relationships. 

It is a common observation that people with great talents are often indifferent students. 
No one, for example, could have predicted Einstein’s great achievements on the basis of 
his mediocre record in school. The reason for mediocrity is obviously not the absence of 
ability. It may result, instead, from self-absorption and the inability to pay attention to 



the ordinary tasks at hand. The only sure way an individual can interrupt reverie-like 
preoccupation and self-absorption is to form a deep attachment to a great teacher or 
other person who understands and has the ability to communicate with the gifted 
individual. 

Whether gifted individuals find what they need in one-to-one relationships depends on 
the availability of teachers, possibly parental surrogates, whose strengths lie in 
cultivating talent. Fortunately, when generations meet and the self-selections occur, we 
learn more about how to develop leaders and how talented people of different 
generations influence each other. 

While apparently destined for mediocre careers, people who form important one-to-one 
apprenticeship relationships often are able to accelerate and intensify their development. 
The psychological readiness of an individual to benefit from such a relationship depends 
on some experience in life that forces that person to turn inward. 

Consider Dwight Eisenhower, whose early career in the army foreshadowed very little 
about his future development. During World War I, while some of his West Point 
classmates were already experiencing the war firsthand in France, Eisenhower felt 
“embedded in the monotony and unsought safety of the Zone of the Interior…that was 
intolerable punishment.”6 

Shortly after World War I, Eisenhower, then a young officer somewhat pessimistic about 
his career chances, asked for a transfer to Panama to work under General Fox Connor, a 
senior officer whom he admired. The army turned down his request. This setback was 
very much on Eisenhower’s mind when Ikey, his first born son, succumbed to influenza. 
Through some sense of responsibility for its own, the army then transferred Eisenhower 
to Panama, where he took up his duties under General Connor with the shadow of his 
lost son very much upon him. 

In a relationship with the kind of father he would have wanted to be, Eisenhower 
reverted to being the son he had lost. And in this highly charged situation, he began to 
learn from his teacher. General Connor offered, and Eisenhower gladly took, a 
magnificent tutorial on the military. The effects of this relationship on Eisenhower cannot 
be measured quantitatively, but in examining his career path from that point, one cannot 
overestimate its significance. 

As Eisenhower wrote later about Connor, “Life with General Connor was a sort of 
graduate school in military affairs and the humanities, leavened by a man who was 
experienced in his knowledge of men and their conduct. I can never adequately express 
my gratitude to this one gentleman…. In a lifetime of association with great and good 
men, he is the one more or less invisible figure to whom I owe an incalculable debt.”7 

Some time after his tour of duty with General Connor, Eisenhower’s breakthrough 
occurred. He received orders to attend the Command and General Staff School at Fort 
Leavenworth, one of the most competitive schools in the army. It was a coveted 
appointment, and Eisenhower took advantage of the opportunity. Unlike his performance 
in high school and West Point, his work at the Command School was excellent; he was 
graduated first in his class. 

Psychological biographies of gifted people repeatedly demonstrate the important part a 
teacher plays in developing an individual. Andrew Carnegie owed much to his senior, 
Thomas A. Scott. As head of the Western Division of the Pennsylvania Railroad, Scott 
recognized talent and the desire to learn in the young telegrapher assigned to him. By 
giving Carnegie increasing responsibility and by providing him with the opportunity to 
learn through close personal observation, Scott added to Carnegie’s self-confidence and 



sense of achievement. Because of his own personal strength and achievement, Scott did 
not fear Carnegie’s aggressiveness. Rather, he gave it full play in encouraging Carnegie’s 
initiative. 

Great teachers take risks. They bet initially on talent they perceive in younger people. 
And they risk emotional involvement in working closely with their juniors. The risks do 
not always pay off, but the willingness to take them appears to be crucial in developing 
leaders. 

Can Organizations Develop Leaders? 

A myth about how people learn and develop that seems to have taken hold in American 
culture also dominates thinking in business. The myth is that people learn best from 
their peers. Supposedly, the threat of evaluation and even humiliation recedes in peer 
relations because of the tendency for mutual identification and the social restraints on 
authoritarian behavior among equals. Peer training in organizations occurs in various 
forms. The use, for example, of task forces made up of peers from several interested 
occupational groups (sales, production, research, and finance) supposedly removes the 
restraints of authority on the individual’s willingness to assert and exchange ideas. As a 
result, so the theory goes, people interact more freely, listen more objectively to 
criticism and other points of view, and, finally, learn from this healthy interchange. 

Another application of peer training exists in some large corporations, such as Philips N.
V. in Holland, where organizational structure is built on the principle of joint 
responsibility of two peers, one representing the commercial end of the business and the 
other the technical. Formally, both hold equal responsibility for geographic operations or 
product groups, as the case may be. As a practical matter, it may turn out that one or 
the other of the peers dominates the management. Nevertheless, the main interaction is 
between two or more equals. 

Leaders tend to feel separate from their environment. 
They may work in organizations, but they never belong 

to them. 

The principal question I raise about such arrangements is whether they perpetuate the 
managerial orientation and preclude the formation of one-to-one relationships between 
senior people and potential leaders. 

Aware of the possible stifling effects of peer relationships on aggressiveness and 
individual initiative, another company, much smaller than Philips, utilizes joint 
responsibility of peers for operating units, with one important difference. The chief 
executive of this company encourages competition and rivalry among peers, ultimately 
rewarding the one who comes out on top with increased responsibility. These hybrid 
arrangements produce some unintended consequences that can be disastrous. There is 
no easy way to limit rivalry. Instead, it permeates all levels of the operation and opens 
the way for the formation of cliques in an atmosphere of intrigue. 

One large, integrated oil company has accepted the importance of developing leaders 
through the direct influence of senior on junior executives. The chairman and chief 
executive officer regularly selects one talented university graduate whom he appoints his 
special assistant, and with whom he will work closely for a year. At the end of the year, 
the junior executive becomes available for assignment to one of the operating divisions, 
where he or she will be assigned to a responsible post rather than a training position. 
This apprenticeship acquaints the junior executive firsthand with the use of power and 
with the important antidotes to the power disease called hubris—performance and 



integrity. 

Working in one-to-one relationships, where there is a formal and recognized difference in 
the power of the players, takes a great deal of tolerance for emotional interchange. This 
interchange, inevitable in close working arrangements, probably accounts for the 
reluctance of many executives to become involved in such relationships. Fortune carried 
an interesting story on the departure of a key executive, John W. Hanley, from the top 
management of Procter & Gamble to the chief executive officer position at Monsanto.8 
According to this account, the chief executive and chairman of P&G passed over Hanley 
for appointment to the presidency, instead naming another executive vice president to 
this post. 

The chairman evidently felt he could not work well with Hanley who, by his own 
acknowledgment, was aggressive, eager to experiment and change practices, and 
constantly challenged his superior. A chief executive officer naturally has the right to 
select people with whom he feels congenial. But I wonder whether a greater capacity on 
the part of senior officers to tolerate the competitive impulses and behavior of their 
subordinates might not be healthy for corporations. At least a greater tolerance for 
interchange would not favor the managerial team player at the expense of the individual 
who might become a leader. 

I am constantly surprised at the frequency with which chief executives feel threatened 
by open challenges to their ideas, as though the source of their authority, rather than 
their specific ideas, was at issue. In one case, a chief executive officer, who was troubled 
by the aggressiveness and sometimes outright rudeness of one of his talented vice 
presidents, used various indirect methods such as group meetings and hints from 
outside directors to avoid dealing with his subordinate. I advised the executive to deal 
head-on with what irritated him. I suggested that by direct, face-to-face confrontation, 
both he and his subordinate would learn to validate the distinction between the authority 
to be preserved and the issues to be debated. 

The ability to confront is also the ability to tolerate aggressive interchange. And that skill 
not only has the net effect of stripping away the veils of ambiguity and signaling so 
characteristic of managerial cultures, but also it encourages the emotional relationships 
leaders need if they are to survive. 

 1. (HarperCollins, 1973). 

2. Alfred P. Sloan, Jr., My Years with General Motors (New York: Doubleday, 1964). 

3. Ibid. 

4. Ibid. 

5. Ibid. 

6. Dwight D. Eisenhower, At Ease: Stories I Tell to Friends (New York: Doubleday, 1967). 
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8. “Jack Hanley Got There by Selling Harder,” Fortune, November 1976.
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 What Makes a Leader?  

 IQ and technical skills are important, but emotional intelligence is the sine 
qua non of leadership.

 

 by Daniel Goleman  

It was Daniel Goleman who first brought the term “emotional intelligence” to a wide 
audience with his 1995 book of that name, and it was Goleman who first applied the 
concept to business with his 1998 HBR article, reprinted here. In his research at nearly 
200 large, global companies, Goleman found that while the qualities traditionally 
associated with leadership—such as intelligence, toughness, determination, and vision—
are required for success, they are insufficient. Truly effective leaders are also 
distinguished by a high degree of emotional intelligence, which includes self-awareness, 
self-regulation, motivation, empathy, and social skill. 

These qualities may sound “soft” and unbusinesslike, but Goleman found direct ties 
between emotional intelligence and measurable business results. While emotional 
intelligence’s relevance to business has continued to spark debate over the past six 
years, Goleman’s article remains the definitive reference on the subject, with a 
description of each component of emotional intelligence and a detailed discussion of how 
to recognize it in potential leaders, how and why it connects to performance, and how it 
can be learned. 

 Every businessperson knows a story about a highly intelligent, highly skilled executive 
who was promoted into a leadership position only to fail at the job. And they also know a 
story about someone with solid—but not extraordinary—intellectual abilities and 
technical skills who was promoted into a similar position and then soared. 

Such anecdotes support the widespread belief that identifying individuals with the “right 
stuff” to be leaders is more art than science. After all, the personal styles of superb 
leaders vary: Some leaders are subdued and analytical; others shout their manifestos 
from the mountaintops. And just as important, different situations call for different types 
of leadership. Most mergers need a sensitive negotiator at the helm, whereas many 
turnarounds require a more forceful authority. 

I have found, however, that the most effective leaders are alike in one crucial way: They 
all have a high degree of what has come to be known as emotional intelligence. It’s not 
that IQ and technical skills are irrelevant. They do matter, but mainly as “threshold 
capabilities”; that is, they are the entry-level requirements for executive positions. But 
my research, along with other recent studies, clearly shows that emotional intelligence is 
the sine qua non of leadership. Without it, a person can have the best training in the 
world, an incisive, analytical mind, and an endless supply of smart ideas, but he still 
won’t make a great leader. 

In the course of the past year, my colleagues and I have focused on how emotional 
intelligence operates at work. We have examined the relationship between emotional 
intelligence and effective performance, especially in leaders. And we have observed how 
emotional intelligence shows itself on the job. How can you tell if someone has high 
emotional intelligence, for example, and how can you recognize it in yourself? In the 
following pages, we’ll explore these questions, taking each of the components of 
emotional intelligence—self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation, empathy, and social 
skill—in turn.
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Evaluating Emotional Intelligence 

Most large companies today have employed trained psychologists to develop what are 
known as “competency models” to aid them in identifying, training, and promoting likely 
stars in the leadership firmament. The psychologists have also developed such models 
for lower-level positions. And in recent years, I have analyzed competency models from 
188 companies, most of which were large and global and included the likes of Lucent 
Technologies, British Airways, and Credit Suisse. 

In carrying out this work, my objective was to determine which personal capabilities 
drove outstanding performance within these organizations, and to what degree they did 
so. I grouped capabilities into three categories: purely technical skills like accounting and 
business planning; cognitive abilities like analytical reasoning; and competencies 
demonstrating emotional intelligence, such as the ability to work with others and 
effectiveness in leading change. 

To create some of the competency models, psychologists asked senior managers at the 
companies to identify the capabilities that typified the organization’s most outstanding 
leaders. To create other models, the psychologists used objective criteria, such as a 
division’s profitability, to differentiate the star performers at senior levels within their 
organizations from the average ones. Those individuals were then extensively 
interviewed and tested, and their capabilities were compared. This process resulted in 
the creation of lists of ingredients for highly effective leaders. The lists ranged in length 
from seven to 15 items and included such ingredients as initiative and strategic vision. 

When I analyzed all this data, I found dramatic results. To be sure, intellect was a driver 
of outstanding performance. Cognitive skills such as big-picture thinking and long-term 
vision were particularly important. But when I calculated the ratio of technical skills, IQ, 
and emotional intelligence as ingredients of excellent performance, emotional 
intelligence proved to be twice as important as the others for jobs at all levels. 

Moreover, my analysis showed that emotional intelligence played an increasingly 
important role at the highest levels of the company, where differences in technical skills 
are of negligible importance. In other words, the higher the rank of a person considered 
to be a star performer, the more emotional intelligence capabilities showed up as the 
reason for his or her effectiveness. When I compared star performers with average ones 
in senior leadership positions, nearly 90% of the difference in their profiles was 
attributable to emotional intelligence factors rather than cognitive abilities. 

Other researchers have confirmed that emotional intelligence not only distinguishes 
outstanding leaders but can also be linked to strong performance. The findings of the 
late David McClelland, the renowned researcher in human and organizational behavior, 
are a good example. In a 1996 study of a global food and beverage company, McClelland 
found that when senior managers had a critical mass of emotional intelligence 
capabilities, their divisions outperformed yearly earnings goals by 20%. Meanwhile, 



division leaders without that critical mass underperformed by almost the same amount. 
McClelland’s findings, interestingly, held as true in the company’s U.S. divisions as in its 
divisions in Asia and Europe. 

In short, the numbers are beginning to tell us a persuasive story about the link between 
a company’s success and the emotional intelligence of its leaders. And just as important, 
research is also demonstrating that people can, if they take the right approach, develop 
their emotional intelligence. (See the sidebar “Can Emotional Intelligence Be Learned?”) 

 Can Emotional Intelligence Be Learned? 

Self-Awareness 

Self-awareness is the first component of emotional intelligence—which makes sense 
when one considers that the Delphic oracle gave the advice to “know thyself” thousands 
of years ago. Self-awareness means having a deep understanding of one’s emotions, 
strengths, weaknesses, needs, and drives. People with strong self-awareness are neither 
overly critical nor unrealistically hopeful. Rather, they are honest—with themselves and 
with others. 

People who have a high degree of self-awareness recognize how their feelings affect 
them, other people, and their job performance. Thus, a self-aware person who knows 
that tight deadlines bring out the worst in him plans his time carefully and gets his work 
done well in advance. Another person with high self-awareness will be able to work with 
a demanding client. She will understand the client’s impact on her moods and the deeper 
reasons for her frustration. “Their trivial demands take us away from the real work that 
needs to be done,” she might explain. And she will go one step further and turn her 
anger into something constructive. 

Self-awareness extends to a person’s understanding of his or her values and goals. 
Someone who is highly self-aware knows where he is headed and why; so, for example, 
he will be able to be firm in turning down a job offer that is tempting financially but does 
not fit with his principles or long-term goals. A person who lacks self-awareness is apt to 
make decisions that bring on inner turmoil by treading on buried values. “The money 
looked good so I signed on,” someone might say two years into a job, “but the work 
means so little to me that I’m constantly bored.” The decisions of self-aware people 
mesh with their values; consequently, they often find work to be energizing. 

How can one recognize self-awareness? First and foremost, it shows itself as candor and 
an ability to assess oneself realistically. People with high self-awareness are able to 
speak accurately and openly—although not necessarily effusively or confessionally—
about their emotions and the impact they have on their work. For instance, one manager 
I know of was skeptical about a new personal-shopper service that her company, a 
major department-store chain, was about to introduce. Without prompting from her 
team or her boss, she offered them an explanation: “It’s hard for me to get behind the 
rollout of this service,” she admitted, “because I really wanted to run the project, but I 
wasn’t selected. Bear with me while I deal with that.” The manager did indeed examine 
her feelings; a week later, she was supporting the project fully. 

Such self-knowledge often shows itself in the hiring process. Ask a candidate to describe 
a time he got carried away by his feelings and did something he later regretted. Self-
aware candidates will be frank in admitting to failure—and will often tell their tales with a 
smile. One of the hallmarks of self-awareness is a self-deprecating sense of humor. 

Self-awareness can also be identified during performance reviews. Self-aware people 
know—and are comfortable talking about—their limitations and strengths, and they often 
demonstrate a thirst for constructive criticism. By contrast, people with low self-
awareness interpret the message that they need to improve as a threat or a sign of 
failure. 

Self-aware people can also be recognized by their self-confidence. They have a firm 
grasp of their capabilities and are less likely to set themselves up to fail by, for example, 
overstretching on assignments. They know, too, when to ask for help. And the risks they 
take on the job are calculated. They won’t ask for a challenge that they know they can’t 
handle alone. They’ll play to their strengths. 

Consider the actions of a midlevel employee who was invited to sit in on a strategy 
meeting with her company’s top executives. Although she was the most junior person in 
the room, she did not sit there quietly, listening in awestruck or fearful silence. She 
knew she had a head for clear logic and the skill to present ideas persuasively, and she 
offered cogent suggestions about the company’s strategy. At the same time, her self-



awareness stopped her from wandering into territory where she knew she was weak. 

Despite the value of having self-aware people in the workplace, my research indicates 
that senior executives don’t often give self-awareness the credit it deserves when they 
look for potential leaders. Many executives mistake candor about feelings for 
“wimpiness” and fail to give due respect to employees who openly acknowledge their 
shortcomings. Such people are too readily dismissed as “not tough enough” to lead 
others. 

In fact, the opposite is true. In the first place, people generally admire and respect 
candor. Furthermore, leaders are constantly required to make judgment calls that 
require a candid assessment of capabilities—their own and those of others. Do we have 
the management expertise to acquire a competitor? Can we launch a new product within 
six months? People who assess themselves honestly—that is, self-aware people—are well 
suited to do the same for the organizations they run. 

Self-Regulation 

Biological impulses drive our emotions. We cannot do away with them—but we can do 
much to manage them. Self-regulation, which is like an ongoing inner conversation, is 
the component of emotional intelligence that frees us from being prisoners of our 
feelings. People engaged in such a conversation feel bad moods and emotional impulses 
just as everyone else does, but they find ways to control them and even to channel them 
in useful ways. 

Imagine an executive who has just watched a team of his employees present a botched 
analysis to the company’s board of directors. In the gloom that follows, the executive 
might find himself tempted to pound on the table in anger or kick over a chair. He could 
leap up and scream at the group. Or he might maintain a grim silence, glaring at 
everyone before stalking off. 

But if he had a gift for self-regulation, he would choose a different approach. He would 
pick his words carefully, acknowledging the team’s poor performance without rushing to 
any hasty judgment. He would then step back to consider the reasons for the failure. Are 
they personal—a lack of effort? Are there any mitigating factors? What was his role in 
the debacle? After considering these questions, he would call the team together, lay out 
the incident’s consequences, and offer his feelings about it. He would then present his 
analysis of the problem and a well-considered solution. 

Why does self-regulation matter so much for leaders? First of all, people who are in 
control of their feelings and impulses—that is, people who are reasonable—are able to 
create an environment of trust and fairness. In such an environment, politics and 
infighting are sharply reduced and productivity is high. Talented people flock to the 
organization and aren’t tempted to leave. And self-regulation has a trickle-down effect. 
No one wants to be known as a hothead when the boss is known for her calm approach. 
Fewer bad moods at the top mean fewer throughout the organization. 

Second, self-regulation is important for competitive reasons. Everyone knows that 
business today is rife with ambiguity and change. Companies merge and break apart 
regularly. Technology transforms work at a dizzying pace. People who have mastered 
their emotions are able to roll with the changes. When a new program is announced, 
they don’t panic; instead, they are able to suspend judgment, seek out information, and 
listen to the executives as they explain the new program. As the initiative moves 
forward, these people are able to move with it. 

Sometimes they even lead the way. Consider the case of a manager at a large 
manufacturing company. Like her colleagues, she had used a certain software program 
for five years. The program drove how she collected and reported data and how she 
thought about the company’s strategy. One day, senior executives announced that a 
new program was to be installed that would radically change how information was 
gathered and assessed within the organization. While many people in the company 
complained bitterly about how disruptive the change would be, the manager mulled over 
the reasons for the new program and was convinced of its potential to improve 
performance. She eagerly attended training sessions—some of her colleagues refused to 
do so—and was eventually promoted to run several divisions, in part because she used 
the new technology so effectively. 

I want to push the importance of self-regulation to leadership even further and make the 
case that it enhances integrity, which is not only a personal virtue but also an 
organizational strength. Many of the bad things that happen in companies are a function 
of impulsive behavior. People rarely plan to exaggerate profits, pad expense accounts, 



dip into the till, or abuse power for selfish ends. Instead, an opportunity presents itself, 
and people with low impulse control just say yes. 

By contrast, consider the behavior of the senior executive at a large food company. The 
executive was scrupulously honest in his negotiations with local distributors. He would 
routinely lay out his cost structure in detail, thereby giving the distributors a realistic 
understanding of the company’s pricing. This approach meant the executive couldn’t 
always drive a hard bargain. Now, on occasion, he felt the urge to increase profits by 
withholding information about the company’s costs. But he challenged that impulse—he 
saw that it made more sense in the long run to counteract it. His emotional self-
regulation paid off in strong, lasting relationships with distributors that benefited the 
company more than any short-term financial gains would have. 

The signs of emotional self-regulation, therefore, are easy to see: a propensity for 
reflection and thoughtfulness; comfort with ambiguity and change; and integrity—an 
ability to say no to impulsive urges. 

Like self-awareness, self-regulation often does not get its due. People who can master 
their emotions are sometimes seen as cold fish—their considered responses are taken as 
a lack of passion. People with fiery temperaments are frequently thought of as “classic” 
leaders—their outbursts are considered hallmarks of charisma and power. But when such 
people make it to the top, their impulsiveness often works against them. In my research, 
extreme displays of negative emotion have never emerged as a driver of good 
leadership. 

Motivation 

If there is one trait that virtually all effective leaders have, it is motivation. They are 
driven to achieve beyond expectations—their own and everyone else’s. The key word 
here is achieve. Plenty of people are motivated by external factors, such as a big salary 
or the status that comes from having an impressive title or being part of a prestigious 
company. By contrast, those with leadership potential are motivated by a deeply 
embedded desire to achieve for the sake of achievement. 

If you are looking for leaders, how can you identify people who are motivated by the 
drive to achieve rather than by external rewards? The first sign is a passion for the work 
itself—such people seek out creative challenges, love to learn, and take great pride in a 
job well done. They also display an unflagging energy to do things better. People with 
such energy often seem restless with the status quo. They are persistent with their 
questions about why things are done one way rather than another; they are eager to 
explore new approaches to their work. 

A cosmetics company manager, for example, was frustrated that he had to wait two 
weeks to get sales results from people in the field. He finally tracked down an automated 
phone system that would beep each of his salespeople at 5 pm every day. An automated 
message then prompted them to punch in their numbers—how many calls and sales they 
had made that day. The system shortened the feedback time on sales results from 
weeks to hours. 

That story illustrates two other common traits of people who are driven to achieve. They 
are forever raising the performance bar, and they like to keep score. Take the 
performance bar first. During performance reviews, people with high levels of motivation 
might ask to be “stretched” by their superiors. Of course, an employee who combines 
self-awareness with internal motivation will recognize her limits—but she won’t settle for 
objectives that seem too easy to fulfill. 

And it follows naturally that people who are driven to do better also want a way of 
tracking progress—their own, their team’s, and their company’s. Whereas people with 
low achievement motivation are often fuzzy about results, those with high achievement 
motivation often keep score by tracking such hard measures as profitability or market 
share. I know of a money manager who starts and ends his day on the Internet, gauging 
the performance of his stock fund against four industry-set benchmarks. 

Interestingly, people with high motivation remain optimistic even when the score is 
against them. In such cases, self-regulation combines with achievement motivation to 
overcome the frustration and depression that come after a setback or failure. Take the 
case of an another portfolio manager at a large investment company. After several 
successful years, her fund tumbled for three consecutive quarters, leading three large 
institutional clients to shift their business elsewhere. 

Some executives would have blamed the nosedive on circumstances outside their 



control; others might have seen the setback as evidence of personal failure. This 
portfolio manager, however, saw an opportunity to prove she could lead a turnaround. 
Two years later, when she was promoted to a very senior level in the company, she 
described the experience as “the best thing that ever happened to me; I learned so 
much from it.” 

Executives trying to recognize high levels of achievement motivation in their people can 
look for one last piece of evidence: commitment to the organization. When people love 
their jobs for the work itself, they often feel committed to the organizations that make 
that work possible. Committed employees are likely to stay with an organization even 
when they are pursued by headhunters waving money. 

It’s not difficult to understand how and why a motivation to achieve translates into 
strong leadership. If you set the performance bar high for yourself, you will do the same 
for the organization when you are in a position to do so. Likewise, a drive to surpass 
goals and an interest in keeping score can be contagious. Leaders with these traits can 
often build a team of managers around them with the same traits. And of course, 
optimism and organizational commitment are fundamental to leadership—just try to 
imagine running a company without them. 

Empathy 

Of all the dimensions of emotional intelligence, empathy is the most easily recognized. 
We have all felt the empathy of a sensitive teacher or friend; we have all been struck by 
its absence in an unfeeling coach or boss. But when it comes to business, we rarely hear 
people praised, let alone rewarded, for their empathy. The very word seems 
unbusinesslike, out of place amid the tough realities of the marketplace. 

But empathy doesn’t mean a kind of “I’m OK, you’re OK” mushiness. For a leader, that 
is, it doesn’t mean adopting other people’s emotions as one’s own and trying to please 
everybody. That would be a nightmare—it would make action impossible. Rather, 
empathy means thoughtfully considering employees’ feelings—along with other factors—
in the process of making intelligent decisions. 

For an example of empathy in action, consider what happened when two giant brokerage 
companies merged, creating redundant jobs in all their divisions. One division manager 
called his people together and gave a gloomy speech that emphasized the number of 
people who would soon be fired. The manager of another division gave his people a 
different kind of speech. He was up-front about his own worry and confusion, and he 
promised to keep people informed and to treat everyone fairly. 

The difference between these two managers was empathy. The first manager was too 
worried about his own fate to consider the feelings of his anxiety-stricken colleagues. 
The second knew intuitively what his people were feeling, and he acknowledged their 
fears with his words. Is it any surprise that the first manager saw his division sink as 
many demoralized people, especially the most talented, departed? By contrast, the 
second manager continued to be a strong leader, his best people stayed, and his division 
remained as productive as ever. 

Empathy is particularly important today as a component of leadership for at least three 
reasons: the increasing use of teams; the rapid pace of globalization; and the growing 
need to retain talent. 

Consider the challenge of leading a team. As anyone who has ever been a part of one 
can attest, teams are cauldrons of bubbling emotions. They are often charged with 
reaching a consensus—which is hard enough with two people and much more difficult as 
the numbers increase. Even in groups with as few as four or five members, alliances 
form and clashing agendas get set. A team’s leader must be able to sense and 
understand the viewpoints of everyone around the table. 

That’s exactly what a marketing manager at a large information technology company 
was able to do when she was appointed to lead a troubled team. The group was in 
turmoil, overloaded by work and missing deadlines. Tensions were high among the 
members. Tinkering with procedures was not enough to bring the group together and 
make it an effective part of the company. 

So the manager took several steps. In a series of one-on-one sessions, she took the 
time to listen to everyone in the group—what was frustrating them, how they rated their 
colleagues, whether they felt they had been ignored. And then she directed the team in 
a way that brought it together: She encouraged people to speak more openly about their 
frustrations, and she helped people raise constructive complaints during meetings. In 



short, her empathy allowed her to understand her team’s emotional makeup. The result 
was not just heightened collaboration among members but also added business, as the 
team was called on for help by a wider range of internal clients. 

Globalization is another reason for the rising importance of empathy for business 
leaders. Cross-cultural dialogue can easily lead to miscues and misunderstandings. 
Empathy is an antidote. People who have it are attuned to subtleties in body language; 
they can hear the message beneath the words being spoken. Beyond that, they have a 
deep understanding of both the existence and the importance of cultural and ethnic 
differences. 

Consider the case of an American consultant whose team had just pitched a project to a 
potential Japanese client. In its dealings with Americans, the team was accustomed to 
being bombarded with questions after such a proposal, but this time it was greeted with 
a long silence. Other members of the team, taking the silence as disapproval, were 
ready to pack and leave. The lead consultant gestured them to stop. Although he was 
not particularly familiar with Japanese culture, he read the client’s face and posture and 
sensed not rejection but interest—even deep consideration. He was right: When the 
client finally spoke, it was to give the consulting firm the job. 

Finally, empathy plays a key role in the retention of talent, particularly in today’s 
information economy. Leaders have always needed empathy to develop and keep good 
people, but today the stakes are higher. When good people leave, they take the 
company’s knowledge with them. 

That’s where coaching and mentoring come in. It has repeatedly been shown that 
coaching and mentoring pay off not just in better performance but also in increased job 
satisfaction and decreased turnover. But what makes coaching and mentoring work best 
is the nature of the relationship. Outstanding coaches and mentors get inside the heads 
of the people they are helping. They sense how to give effective feedback. They know 
when to push for better performance and when to hold back. In the way they motivate 
their protégés, they demonstrate empathy in action. 

In what is probably sounding like a refrain, let me repeat that empathy doesn’t get much 
respect in business. People wonder how leaders can make hard decisions if they are 
“feeling” for all the people who will be affected. But leaders with empathy do more than 
sympathize with people around them: They use their knowledge to improve their 
companies in subtle but important ways. 

Social Skill 

The first three components of emotional intelligence are self-management skills. The last 
two, empathy and social skill, concern a person’s ability to manage relationships with 
others. As a component of emotional intelligence, social skill is not as simple as it 
sounds. It’s not just a matter of friendliness, although people with high levels of social 
skill are rarely mean-spirited. Social skill, rather, is friendliness with a purpose: moving 
people in the direction you desire, whether that’s agreement on a new marketing 
strategy or enthusiasm about a new product. 

Socially skilled people tend to have a wide circle of acquaintances, and they have a 
knack for finding common ground with people of all kinds—a knack for building rapport. 
That doesn’t mean they socialize continually; it means they work according to the 
assumption that nothing important gets done alone. Such people have a network in 
place when the time for action comes. 

Social skill is the culmination of the other dimensions of emotional intelligence. People 
tend to be very effective at managing relationships when they can understand and 
control their own emotions and can empathize with the feelings of others. Even 
motivation contributes to social skill. Remember that people who are driven to achieve 
tend to be optimistic, even in the face of setbacks or failure. When people are upbeat, 
their “glow” is cast upon conversations and other social encounters. They are popular, 
and for good reason. 

Because it is the outcome of the other dimensions of emotional intelligence, social skill is 
recognizable on the job in many ways that will by now sound familiar. Socially skilled 
people, for instance, are adept at managing teams—that’s their empathy at work. 
Likewise, they are expert persuaders—a manifestation of self-awareness, self-regulation, 
and empathy combined. Given those skills, good persuaders know when to make an 
emotional plea, for instance, and when an appeal to reason will work better. And 
motivation, when publicly visible, makes such people excellent collaborators; their 
passion for the work spreads to others, and they are driven to find solutions. 



But sometimes social skill shows itself in ways the other emotional intelligence 
components do not. For instance, socially skilled people may at times appear not to be 
working while at work. They seem to be idly schmoozing—chatting in the hallways with 
colleagues or joking around with people who are not even connected to their “real” jobs. 
Socially skilled people, however, don’t think it makes sense to arbitrarily limit the scope 
of their relationships. They build bonds widely because they know that in these fluid 
times, they may need help someday from people they are just getting to know today. 

For example, consider the case of an executive in the strategy department of a global 
computer manufacturer. By 1993, he was convinced that the company’s future lay with 
the Internet. Over the course of the next year, he found kindred spirits and used his 
social skill to stitch together a virtual community that cut across levels, divisions, and 
nations. He then used this de facto team to put up a corporate Web site, among the first 
by a major company. And, on his own initiative, with no budget or formal status, he 
signed up the company to participate in an annual Internet industry convention. Calling 
on his allies and persuading various divisions to donate funds, he recruited more than 50 
people from a dozen different units to represent the company at the convention. 

Management took notice: Within a year of the conference, the executive’s team formed 
the basis for the company’s first Internet division, and he was formally put in charge of 
it. To get there, the executive had ignored conventional boundaries, forging and 
maintaining connections with people in every corner of the organization. 

Is social skill considered a key leadership capability in most companies? The answer is 
yes, especially when compared with the other components of emotional intelligence. 
People seem to know intuitively that leaders need to manage relationships effectively; no 
leader is an island. After all, the leader’s task is to get work done through other people, 
and social skill makes that possible. A leader who cannot express her empathy may as 
well not have it at all. And a leader’s motivation will be useless if he cannot communicate 
his passion to the organization. Social skill allows leaders to put their emotional 
intelligence to work. 

It would be foolish to assert that good-old-fashioned IQ and technical ability are not 
important ingredients in strong leadership. But the recipe would not be complete without 
emotional intelligence. It was once thought that the components of emotional 
intelligence were “nice to have” in business leaders. But now we know that, for the sake 
of performance, these are ingredients that leaders “need to have.” 

It is fortunate, then, that emotional intelligence can be learned. The process is not easy. 
It takes time and, most of all, commitment. But the benefits that come from having a 
well-developed emotional intelligence, both for the individual and for the organization, 
make it worth the effort.
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 What Makes a Leader?  

 IQ and technical skills are important, but emotional intelligence is the sine 
qua non of leadership.

 

 by Daniel Goleman  

Daniel Goleman is the author of Emotional Intelligence (Bantam, 1995) and a coauthor of Primal 
Leadership: Realizing the Power of Emotional Intelligence (Harvard Business School, 2002). He is the 
cochairman of the Consortium for Research on Emotional Intelligence in Organizations, which is based at 
Rutgers University’s Graduate School of Applied and Professional Psychology in Piscataway, New Jersey. He 
can be reached at Daniel.Goleman@verizon.net.  

It was Daniel Goleman who first brought the term “emotional intelligence” to a wide 
audience with his 1995 book of that name, and it was Goleman who first applied the 
concept to business with his 1998 HBR article, reprinted here. In his research at nearly 
200 large, global companies, Goleman found that while the qualities traditionally 
associated with leadership—such as intelligence, toughness, determination, and vision—
are required for success, they are insufficient. Truly effective leaders are also 
distinguished by a high degree of emotional intelligence, which includes self-awareness, 
self-regulation, motivation, empathy, and social skill. 

These qualities may sound “soft” and unbusinesslike, but Goleman found direct ties 
between emotional intelligence and measurable business results. While emotional 
intelligence’s relevance to business has continued to spark debate over the past six 
years, Goleman’s article remains the definitive reference on the subject, with a 
description of each component of emotional intelligence and a detailed discussion of how 
to recognize it in potential leaders, how and why it connects to performance, and how it 
can be learned. 

 Every businessperson knows a story about a highly intelligent, highly skilled executive 
who was promoted into a leadership position only to fail at the job. And they also know a 
story about someone with solid—but not extraordinary—intellectual abilities and 
technical skills who was promoted into a similar position and then soared. 

Such anecdotes support the widespread belief that identifying individuals with the “right 
stuff” to be leaders is more art than science. After all, the personal styles of superb 
leaders vary: Some leaders are subdued and analytical; others shout their manifestos 
from the mountaintops. And just as important, different situations call for different types 
of leadership. Most mergers need a sensitive negotiator at the helm, whereas many 
turnarounds require a more forceful authority. 

I have found, however, that the most effective leaders are alike in one crucial way: They 
all have a high degree of what has come to be known as emotional intelligence. It’s not 
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that IQ and technical skills are irrelevant. They do matter, but mainly as “threshold 
capabilities”; that is, they are the entry-level requirements for executive positions. But 
my research, along with other recent studies, clearly shows that emotional intelligence is 
the sine qua non of leadership. Without it, a person can have the best training in the 
world, an incisive, analytical mind, and an endless supply of smart ideas, but he still 
won’t make a great leader. 

In the course of the past year, my colleagues and I have focused on how emotional 
intelligence operates at work. We have examined the relationship between emotional 
intelligence and effective performance, especially in leaders. And we have observed how 
emotional intelligence shows itself on the job. How can you tell if someone has high 
emotional intelligence, for example, and how can you recognize it in yourself? In the 
following pages, we’ll explore these questions, taking each of the components of 
emotional intelligence—self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation, empathy, and social 
skill—in turn.

Evaluating Emotional Intelligence 

Most large companies today have employed trained psychologists to develop what are 
known as “competency models” to aid them in identifying, training, and promoting likely 
stars in the leadership firmament. The psychologists have also developed such models 
for lower-level positions. And in recent years, I have analyzed competency models from 
188 companies, most of which were large and global and included the likes of Lucent 
Technologies, British Airways, and Credit Suisse. 

In carrying out this work, my objective was to determine which personal capabilities 
drove outstanding performance within these organizations, and to what degree they did 
so. I grouped capabilities into three categories: purely technical skills like accounting and 
business planning; cognitive abilities like analytical reasoning; and competencies 
demonstrating emotional intelligence, such as the ability to work with others and 



effectiveness in leading change. 

To create some of the competency models, psychologists asked senior managers at the 
companies to identify the capabilities that typified the organization’s most outstanding 
leaders. To create other models, the psychologists used objective criteria, such as a 
division’s profitability, to differentiate the star performers at senior levels within their 
organizations from the average ones. Those individuals were then extensively 
interviewed and tested, and their capabilities were compared. This process resulted in 
the creation of lists of ingredients for highly effective leaders. The lists ranged in length 
from seven to 15 items and included such ingredients as initiative and strategic vision. 

When I analyzed all this data, I found dramatic results. To be sure, intellect was a driver 
of outstanding performance. Cognitive skills such as big-picture thinking and long-term 
vision were particularly important. But when I calculated the ratio of technical skills, IQ, 
and emotional intelligence as ingredients of excellent performance, emotional 
intelligence proved to be twice as important as the others for jobs at all levels. 

Moreover, my analysis showed that emotional intelligence played an increasingly 
important role at the highest levels of the company, where differences in technical skills 
are of negligible importance. In other words, the higher the rank of a person considered 
to be a star performer, the more emotional intelligence capabilities showed up as the 
reason for his or her effectiveness. When I compared star performers with average ones 
in senior leadership positions, nearly 90% of the difference in their profiles was 
attributable to emotional intelligence factors rather than cognitive abilities. 

Other researchers have confirmed that emotional intelligence not only distinguishes 
outstanding leaders but can also be linked to strong performance. The findings of the 
late David McClelland, the renowned researcher in human and organizational behavior, 
are a good example. In a 1996 study of a global food and beverage company, McClelland 
found that when senior managers had a critical mass of emotional intelligence 
capabilities, their divisions outperformed yearly earnings goals by 20%. Meanwhile, 
division leaders without that critical mass underperformed by almost the same amount. 
McClelland’s findings, interestingly, held as true in the company’s U.S. divisions as in its 
divisions in Asia and Europe. 

In short, the numbers are beginning to tell us a persuasive story about the link between 
a company’s success and the emotional intelligence of its leaders. And just as important, 
research is also demonstrating that people can, if they take the right approach, develop 
their emotional intelligence. (See the sidebar “Can Emotional Intelligence Be Learned?”) 

Can Emotional Intelligence Be Learned? 
Sidebar R0401H_A (Located at the end of this article)

Self-Awareness 

Self-awareness is the first component of emotional intelligence—which makes sense 
when one considers that the Delphic oracle gave the advice to “know thyself” thousands 
of years ago. Self-awareness means having a deep understanding of one’s emotions, 
strengths, weaknesses, needs, and drives. People with strong self-awareness are neither 
overly critical nor unrealistically hopeful. Rather, they are honest—with themselves and 
with others. 

People who have a high degree of self-awareness recognize how their feelings affect 
them, other people, and their job performance. Thus, a self-aware person who knows 



that tight deadlines bring out the worst in him plans his time carefully and gets his work 
done well in advance. Another person with high self-awareness will be able to work with 
a demanding client. She will understand the client’s impact on her moods and the deeper 
reasons for her frustration. “Their trivial demands take us away from the real work that 
needs to be done,” she might explain. And she will go one step further and turn her 
anger into something constructive. 

Self-awareness extends to a person’s understanding of his or her values and goals. 
Someone who is highly self-aware knows where he is headed and why; so, for example, 
he will be able to be firm in turning down a job offer that is tempting financially but does 
not fit with his principles or long-term goals. A person who lacks self-awareness is apt to 
make decisions that bring on inner turmoil by treading on buried values. “The money 
looked good so I signed on,” someone might say two years into a job, “but the work 
means so little to me that I’m constantly bored.” The decisions of self-aware people 
mesh with their values; consequently, they often find work to be energizing. 

How can one recognize self-awareness? First and foremost, it shows itself as candor and 
an ability to assess oneself realistically. People with high self-awareness are able to 
speak accurately and openly—although not necessarily effusively or confessionally—
about their emotions and the impact they have on their work. For instance, one manager 
I know of was skeptical about a new personal-shopper service that her company, a 
major department-store chain, was about to introduce. Without prompting from her 
team or her boss, she offered them an explanation: “It’s hard for me to get behind the 
rollout of this service,” she admitted, “because I really wanted to run the project, but I 
wasn’t selected. Bear with me while I deal with that.” The manager did indeed examine 
her feelings; a week later, she was supporting the project fully. 

Such self-knowledge often shows itself in the hiring process. Ask a candidate to describe 
a time he got carried away by his feelings and did something he later regretted. Self-
aware candidates will be frank in admitting to failure—and will often tell their tales with a 
smile. One of the hallmarks of self-awareness is a self-deprecating sense of humor. 

Self-awareness can also be identified during performance reviews. Self-aware people 
know—and are comfortable talking about—their limitations and strengths, and they often 
demonstrate a thirst for constructive criticism. By contrast, people with low self-
awareness interpret the message that they need to improve as a threat or a sign of 
failure. 

Self-aware people can also be recognized by their self-confidence. They have a firm 
grasp of their capabilities and are less likely to set themselves up to fail by, for example, 
overstretching on assignments. They know, too, when to ask for help. And the risks they 
take on the job are calculated. They won’t ask for a challenge that they know they can’t 
handle alone. They’ll play to their strengths. 

Consider the actions of a midlevel employee who was invited to sit in on a strategy 
meeting with her company’s top executives. Although she was the most junior person in 
the room, she did not sit there quietly, listening in awestruck or fearful silence. She 
knew she had a head for clear logic and the skill to present ideas persuasively, and she 
offered cogent suggestions about the company’s strategy. At the same time, her self-
awareness stopped her from wandering into territory where she knew she was weak. 

Despite the value of having self-aware people in the workplace, my research indicates 
that senior executives don’t often give self-awareness the credit it deserves when they 
look for potential leaders. Many executives mistake candor about feelings for 
“wimpiness” and fail to give due respect to employees who openly acknowledge their 
shortcomings. Such people are too readily dismissed as “not tough enough” to lead 



others. 

In fact, the opposite is true. In the first place, people generally admire and respect 
candor. Furthermore, leaders are constantly required to make judgment calls that 
require a candid assessment of capabilities—their own and those of others. Do we have 
the management expertise to acquire a competitor? Can we launch a new product within 
six months? People who assess themselves honestly—that is, self-aware people—are well 
suited to do the same for the organizations they run. 

Self-Regulation 

Biological impulses drive our emotions. We cannot do away with them—but we can do 
much to manage them. Self-regulation, which is like an ongoing inner conversation, is 
the component of emotional intelligence that frees us from being prisoners of our 
feelings. People engaged in such a conversation feel bad moods and emotional impulses 
just as everyone else does, but they find ways to control them and even to channel them 
in useful ways. 

Imagine an executive who has just watched a team of his employees present a botched 
analysis to the company’s board of directors. In the gloom that follows, the executive 
might find himself tempted to pound on the table in anger or kick over a chair. He could 
leap up and scream at the group. Or he might maintain a grim silence, glaring at 
everyone before stalking off. 

But if he had a gift for self-regulation, he would choose a different approach. He would 
pick his words carefully, acknowledging the team’s poor performance without rushing to 
any hasty judgment. He would then step back to consider the reasons for the failure. Are 
they personal—a lack of effort? Are there any mitigating factors? What was his role in 
the debacle? After considering these questions, he would call the team together, lay out 
the incident’s consequences, and offer his feelings about it. He would then present his 
analysis of the problem and a well-considered solution. 

Why does self-regulation matter so much for leaders? First of all, people who are in 
control of their feelings and impulses—that is, people who are reasonable—are able to 
create an environment of trust and fairness. In such an environment, politics and 
infighting are sharply reduced and productivity is high. Talented people flock to the 
organization and aren’t tempted to leave. And self-regulation has a trickle-down effect. 
No one wants to be known as a hothead when the boss is known for her calm approach. 
Fewer bad moods at the top mean fewer throughout the organization. 

Second, self-regulation is important for competitive reasons. Everyone knows that 
business today is rife with ambiguity and change. Companies merge and break apart 
regularly. Technology transforms work at a dizzying pace. People who have mastered 
their emotions are able to roll with the changes. When a new program is announced, 
they don’t panic; instead, they are able to suspend judgment, seek out information, and 
listen to the executives as they explain the new program. As the initiative moves 
forward, these people are able to move with it. 

Sometimes they even lead the way. Consider the case of a manager at a large 
manufacturing company. Like her colleagues, she had used a certain software program 
for five years. The program drove how she collected and reported data and how she 
thought about the company’s strategy. One day, senior executives announced that a 
new program was to be installed that would radically change how information was 
gathered and assessed within the organization. While many people in the company 
complained bitterly about how disruptive the change would be, the manager mulled over 
the reasons for the new program and was convinced of its potential to improve 



performance. She eagerly attended training sessions—some of her colleagues refused to 
do so—and was eventually promoted to run several divisions, in part because she used 
the new technology so effectively. 

I want to push the importance of self-regulation to leadership even further and make the 
case that it enhances integrity, which is not only a personal virtue but also an 
organizational strength. Many of the bad things that happen in companies are a function 
of impulsive behavior. People rarely plan to exaggerate profits, pad expense accounts, 
dip into the till, or abuse power for selfish ends. Instead, an opportunity presents itself, 
and people with low impulse control just say yes. 

By contrast, consider the behavior of the senior executive at a large food company. The 
executive was scrupulously honest in his negotiations with local distributors. He would 
routinely lay out his cost structure in detail, thereby giving the distributors a realistic 
understanding of the company’s pricing. This approach meant the executive couldn’t 
always drive a hard bargain. Now, on occasion, he felt the urge to increase profits by 
withholding information about the company’s costs. But he challenged that impulse—he 
saw that it made more sense in the long run to counteract it. His emotional self-
regulation paid off in strong, lasting relationships with distributors that benefited the 
company more than any short-term financial gains would have. 

The signs of emotional self-regulation, therefore, are easy to see: a propensity for 
reflection and thoughtfulness; comfort with ambiguity and change; and integrity—an 
ability to say no to impulsive urges. 

Like self-awareness, self-regulation often does not get its due. People who can master 
their emotions are sometimes seen as cold fish—their considered responses are taken as 
a lack of passion. People with fiery temperaments are frequently thought of as “classic” 
leaders—their outbursts are considered hallmarks of charisma and power. But when such 
people make it to the top, their impulsiveness often works against them. In my research, 
extreme displays of negative emotion have never emerged as a driver of good 
leadership. 

Motivation 

If there is one trait that virtually all effective leaders have, it is motivation. They are 
driven to achieve beyond expectations—their own and everyone else’s. The key word 
here is achieve. Plenty of people are motivated by external factors, such as a big salary 
or the status that comes from having an impressive title or being part of a prestigious 
company. By contrast, those with leadership potential are motivated by a deeply 
embedded desire to achieve for the sake of achievement. 

If you are looking for leaders, how can you identify people who are motivated by the 
drive to achieve rather than by external rewards? The first sign is a passion for the work 
itself—such people seek out creative challenges, love to learn, and take great pride in a 
job well done. They also display an unflagging energy to do things better. People with 
such energy often seem restless with the status quo. They are persistent with their 
questions about why things are done one way rather than another; they are eager to 
explore new approaches to their work. 

A cosmetics company manager, for example, was frustrated that he had to wait two 
weeks to get sales results from people in the field. He finally tracked down an automated 
phone system that would beep each of his salespeople at 5 pm every day. An automated 
message then prompted them to punch in their numbers—how many calls and sales they 
had made that day. The system shortened the feedback time on sales results from 
weeks to hours. 



That story illustrates two other common traits of people who are driven to achieve. They 
are forever raising the performance bar, and they like to keep score. Take the 
performance bar first. During performance reviews, people with high levels of motivation 
might ask to be “stretched” by their superiors. Of course, an employee who combines 
self-awareness with internal motivation will recognize her limits—but she won’t settle for 
objectives that seem too easy to fulfill. 

And it follows naturally that people who are driven to do better also want a way of 
tracking progress—their own, their team’s, and their company’s. Whereas people with 
low achievement motivation are often fuzzy about results, those with high achievement 
motivation often keep score by tracking such hard measures as profitability or market 
share. I know of a money manager who starts and ends his day on the Internet, gauging 
the performance of his stock fund against four industry-set benchmarks. 

Interestingly, people with high motivation remain optimistic even when the score is 
against them. In such cases, self-regulation combines with achievement motivation to 
overcome the frustration and depression that come after a setback or failure. Take the 
case of an another portfolio manager at a large investment company. After several 
successful years, her fund tumbled for three consecutive quarters, leading three large 
institutional clients to shift their business elsewhere. 

Some executives would have blamed the nosedive on circumstances outside their 
control; others might have seen the setback as evidence of personal failure. This 
portfolio manager, however, saw an opportunity to prove she could lead a turnaround. 
Two years later, when she was promoted to a very senior level in the company, she 
described the experience as “the best thing that ever happened to me; I learned so 
much from it.” 

Executives trying to recognize high levels of achievement motivation in their people can 
look for one last piece of evidence: commitment to the organization. When people love 
their jobs for the work itself, they often feel committed to the organizations that make 
that work possible. Committed employees are likely to stay with an organization even 
when they are pursued by headhunters waving money. 

It’s not difficult to understand how and why a motivation to achieve translates into 
strong leadership. If you set the performance bar high for yourself, you will do the same 
for the organization when you are in a position to do so. Likewise, a drive to surpass 
goals and an interest in keeping score can be contagious. Leaders with these traits can 
often build a team of managers around them with the same traits. And of course, 
optimism and organizational commitment are fundamental to leadership—just try to 
imagine running a company without them. 

Empathy 

Of all the dimensions of emotional intelligence, empathy is the most easily recognized. 
We have all felt the empathy of a sensitive teacher or friend; we have all been struck by 
its absence in an unfeeling coach or boss. But when it comes to business, we rarely hear 
people praised, let alone rewarded, for their empathy. The very word seems 
unbusinesslike, out of place amid the tough realities of the marketplace. 

But empathy doesn’t mean a kind of “I’m OK, you’re OK” mushiness. For a leader, that 
is, it doesn’t mean adopting other people’s emotions as one’s own and trying to please 
everybody. That would be a nightmare—it would make action impossible. Rather, 
empathy means thoughtfully considering employees’ feelings—along with other factors—
in the process of making intelligent decisions. 



For an example of empathy in action, consider what happened when two giant brokerage 
companies merged, creating redundant jobs in all their divisions. One division manager 
called his people together and gave a gloomy speech that emphasized the number of 
people who would soon be fired. The manager of another division gave his people a 
different kind of speech. He was up-front about his own worry and confusion, and he 
promised to keep people informed and to treat everyone fairly. 

The difference between these two managers was empathy. The first manager was too 
worried about his own fate to consider the feelings of his anxiety-stricken colleagues. 
The second knew intuitively what his people were feeling, and he acknowledged their 
fears with his words. Is it any surprise that the first manager saw his division sink as 
many demoralized people, especially the most talented, departed? By contrast, the 
second manager continued to be a strong leader, his best people stayed, and his division 
remained as productive as ever. 

Empathy is particularly important today as a component of leadership for at least three 
reasons: the increasing use of teams; the rapid pace of globalization; and the growing 
need to retain talent. 

Consider the challenge of leading a team. As anyone who has ever been a part of one 
can attest, teams are cauldrons of bubbling emotions. They are often charged with 
reaching a consensus—which is hard enough with two people and much more difficult as 
the numbers increase. Even in groups with as few as four or five members, alliances 
form and clashing agendas get set. A team’s leader must be able to sense and 
understand the viewpoints of everyone around the table. 

That’s exactly what a marketing manager at a large information technology company 
was able to do when she was appointed to lead a troubled team. The group was in 
turmoil, overloaded by work and missing deadlines. Tensions were high among the 
members. Tinkering with procedures was not enough to bring the group together and 
make it an effective part of the company. 

So the manager took several steps. In a series of one-on-one sessions, she took the 
time to listen to everyone in the group—what was frustrating them, how they rated their 
colleagues, whether they felt they had been ignored. And then she directed the team in 
a way that brought it together: She encouraged people to speak more openly about their 
frustrations, and she helped people raise constructive complaints during meetings. In 
short, her empathy allowed her to understand her team’s emotional makeup. The result 
was not just heightened collaboration among members but also added business, as the 
team was called on for help by a wider range of internal clients. 

Globalization is another reason for the rising importance of empathy for business 
leaders. Cross-cultural dialogue can easily lead to miscues and misunderstandings. 
Empathy is an antidote. People who have it are attuned to subtleties in body language; 
they can hear the message beneath the words being spoken. Beyond that, they have a 
deep understanding of both the existence and the importance of cultural and ethnic 
differences. 

Consider the case of an American consultant whose team had just pitched a project to a 
potential Japanese client. In its dealings with Americans, the team was accustomed to 
being bombarded with questions after such a proposal, but this time it was greeted with 
a long silence. Other members of the team, taking the silence as disapproval, were 
ready to pack and leave. The lead consultant gestured them to stop. Although he was 
not particularly familiar with Japanese culture, he read the client’s face and posture and 
sensed not rejection but interest—even deep consideration. He was right: When the 



client finally spoke, it was to give the consulting firm the job. 

Finally, empathy plays a key role in the retention of talent, particularly in today’s 
information economy. Leaders have always needed empathy to develop and keep good 
people, but today the stakes are higher. When good people leave, they take the 
company’s knowledge with them. 

That’s where coaching and mentoring come in. It has repeatedly been shown that 
coaching and mentoring pay off not just in better performance but also in increased job 
satisfaction and decreased turnover. But what makes coaching and mentoring work best 
is the nature of the relationship. Outstanding coaches and mentors get inside the heads 
of the people they are helping. They sense how to give effective feedback. They know 
when to push for better performance and when to hold back. In the way they motivate 
their protégés, they demonstrate empathy in action. 

In what is probably sounding like a refrain, let me repeat that empathy doesn’t get much 
respect in business. People wonder how leaders can make hard decisions if they are 
“feeling” for all the people who will be affected. But leaders with empathy do more than 
sympathize with people around them: They use their knowledge to improve their 
companies in subtle but important ways. 

Social Skill 

The first three components of emotional intelligence are self-management skills. The last 
two, empathy and social skill, concern a person’s ability to manage relationships with 
others. As a component of emotional intelligence, social skill is not as simple as it 
sounds. It’s not just a matter of friendliness, although people with high levels of social 
skill are rarely mean-spirited. Social skill, rather, is friendliness with a purpose: moving 
people in the direction you desire, whether that’s agreement on a new marketing 
strategy or enthusiasm about a new product. 

Socially skilled people tend to have a wide circle of acquaintances, and they have a 
knack for finding common ground with people of all kinds—a knack for building rapport. 
That doesn’t mean they socialize continually; it means they work according to the 
assumption that nothing important gets done alone. Such people have a network in 
place when the time for action comes. 

Social skill is the culmination of the other dimensions of emotional intelligence. People 
tend to be very effective at managing relationships when they can understand and 
control their own emotions and can empathize with the feelings of others. Even 
motivation contributes to social skill. Remember that people who are driven to achieve 
tend to be optimistic, even in the face of setbacks or failure. When people are upbeat, 
their “glow” is cast upon conversations and other social encounters. They are popular, 
and for good reason. 

Because it is the outcome of the other dimensions of emotional intelligence, social skill is 
recognizable on the job in many ways that will by now sound familiar. Socially skilled 
people, for instance, are adept at managing teams—that’s their empathy at work. 
Likewise, they are expert persuaders—a manifestation of self-awareness, self-regulation, 
and empathy combined. Given those skills, good persuaders know when to make an 
emotional plea, for instance, and when an appeal to reason will work better. And 
motivation, when publicly visible, makes such people excellent collaborators; their 
passion for the work spreads to others, and they are driven to find solutions. 

But sometimes social skill shows itself in ways the other emotional intelligence 
components do not. For instance, socially skilled people may at times appear not to be 



working while at work. They seem to be idly schmoozing—chatting in the hallways with 
colleagues or joking around with people who are not even connected to their “real” jobs. 
Socially skilled people, however, don’t think it makes sense to arbitrarily limit the scope 
of their relationships. They build bonds widely because they know that in these fluid 
times, they may need help someday from people they are just getting to know today. 

For example, consider the case of an executive in the strategy department of a global 
computer manufacturer. By 1993, he was convinced that the company’s future lay with 
the Internet. Over the course of the next year, he found kindred spirits and used his 
social skill to stitch together a virtual community that cut across levels, divisions, and 
nations. He then used this de facto team to put up a corporate Web site, among the first 
by a major company. And, on his own initiative, with no budget or formal status, he 
signed up the company to participate in an annual Internet industry convention. Calling 
on his allies and persuading various divisions to donate funds, he recruited more than 50 
people from a dozen different units to represent the company at the convention. 

Management took notice: Within a year of the conference, the executive’s team formed 
the basis for the company’s first Internet division, and he was formally put in charge of 
it. To get there, the executive had ignored conventional boundaries, forging and 
maintaining connections with people in every corner of the organization. 

Is social skill considered a key leadership capability in most companies? The answer is 
yes, especially when compared with the other components of emotional intelligence. 
People seem to know intuitively that leaders need to manage relationships effectively; no 
leader is an island. After all, the leader’s task is to get work done through other people, 
and social skill makes that possible. A leader who cannot express her empathy may as 
well not have it at all. And a leader’s motivation will be useless if he cannot communicate 
his passion to the organization. Social skill allows leaders to put their emotional 
intelligence to work. 

It would be foolish to assert that good-old-fashioned IQ and technical ability are not 
important ingredients in strong leadership. But the recipe would not be complete without 
emotional intelligence. It was once thought that the components of emotional 
intelligence were “nice to have” in business leaders. But now we know that, for the sake 
of performance, these are ingredients that leaders “need to have.” 

It is fortunate, then, that emotional intelligence can be learned. The process is not easy. 
It takes time and, most of all, commitment. But the benefits that come from having a 
well-developed emotional intelligence, both for the individual and for the organization, 
make it worth the effort.
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 For ages, people have debated if leaders are born or made. So too goes the debate 
about emotional intelligence. Are people born with certain levels of empathy, for 
example, or do they acquire empathy as a result of life’s experiences? The answer is 
both. Scientific inquiry strongly suggests that there is a genetic component to emotional 
intelligence. Psychological and developmental research indicates that nurture plays a role 
as well. How much of each perhaps will never be known, but research and practice 
clearly demonstrate that emotional intelligence can be learned. 

One thing is certain: Emotional intelligence increases with age. There is an old-fashioned 
word for the phenomenon: maturity. Yet even with maturity, some people still need 
training to enhance their emotional intelligence. Unfortunately, far too many training 
programs that intend to build leadership skills—including emotional intelligence—are a 
waste of time and money. The problem is simple: They focus on the wrong part of the 
brain. 

Emotional intelligence is born largely in the neurotransmitters of the brain’s limbic 
system, which governs feelings, impulses, and drives. Research indicates that the limbic 
system learns best through motivation, extended practice, and feedback. Compare this 
with the kind of learning that goes on in the neocortex, which governs analytical and 
technical ability. The neocortex grasps concepts and logic. It is the part of the brain that 
figures out how to use a computer or make a sales call by reading a book. Not 
surprisingly—but mistakenly—it is also the part of the brain targeted by most training 
programs aimed at enhancing emotional intelligence. When such programs take, in 
effect, a neocortical approach, my research with the Consortium for Research on 
Emotional Intelligence in Organizations has shown they can even have a negative impact 
on people’s job performance. 

To enhance emotional intelligence, organizations must refocus their training to include 
the limbic system. They must help people break old behavioral habits and establish new 
ones. That not only takes much more time than conventional training programs, it also 
requires an individualized approach. 

Imagine an executive who is thought to be low on empathy by her colleagues. Part of 
that deficit shows itself as an inability to listen; she interrupts people and doesn’t pay 
close attention to what they’re saying. To fix the problem, the executive needs to be 
motivated to change, and then she needs practice and feedback from others in the 
company. A colleague or coach could be tapped to let the executive know when she has 
been observed failing to listen. She would then have to replay the incident and give a 
better response; that is, demonstrate her ability to absorb what others are saying. And 
the executive could be directed to observe certain executives who listen well and to 
mimic their behavior. 

With persistence and practice, such a process can lead to lasting results. I know one Wall 
Street executive who sought to improve his empathy—specifically his ability to read 
people’s reactions and see their perspectives. Before beginning his quest, the executive’s 
subordinates were terrified of working with him. People even went so far as to hide bad 
news from him. Naturally, he was shocked when finally confronted with these facts. He 
went home and told his family—but they only confirmed what he had heard at work. 
When their opinions on any given subject did not mesh with his, they, too, were 
frightened of him. 

Enlisting the help of a coach, the executive went to work to heighten his empathy 
through practice and feedback. His first step was to take a vacation to a foreign country 
where he did not speak the language. While there, he monitored his reactions to the 
unfamiliar and his openness to people who were different from him. When he returned 

 



home, humbled by his week abroad, the executive asked his coach to shadow him for 
parts of the day, several times a week, to critique how he treated people with new or 
different perspectives. At the same time, he consciously used on-the-job interactions as 
opportunities to practice “hearing” ideas that differed from his. Finally, the executive had 
himself videotaped in meetings and asked those who worked for and with him to critique 
his ability to acknowledge and understand the feelings of others. It took several months, 
but the executive’s emotional intelligence did ultimately rise, and the improvement was 
reflected in his overall performance on the job. 

It’s important to emphasize that building one’s emotional intelligence cannot—will not—
happen without sincere desire and concerted effort. A brief seminar won’t help; nor can 
one buy a how-to manual. It is much harder to learn to empathize—to internalize 
empathy as a natural response to people—than it is to become adept at regression 
analysis. But it can be done. “Nothing great was ever achieved without enthusiasm,” 
wrote Ralph Waldo Emerson. If your goal is to become a real leader, these words can 
serve as a guidepost in your efforts to develop high emotional intelligence. 
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 What Makes a Leader?  

 Can Emotional Intelligence Be Learned?  

 For ages, people have debated if leaders are born or made. So too goes the debate 
about emotional intelligence. Are people born with certain levels of empathy, for 
example, or do they acquire empathy as a result of life’s experiences? The answer is 
both. Scientific inquiry strongly suggests that there is a genetic component to emotional 
intelligence. Psychological and developmental research indicates that nurture plays a role 
as well. How much of each perhaps will never be known, but research and practice 
clearly demonstrate that emotional intelligence can be learned. 

One thing is certain: Emotional intelligence increases with age. There is an old-fashioned 
word for the phenomenon: maturity. Yet even with maturity, some people still need 
training to enhance their emotional intelligence. Unfortunately, far too many training 
programs that intend to build leadership skills—including emotional intelligence—are a 
waste of time and money. The problem is simple: They focus on the wrong part of the 
brain. 

Emotional intelligence is born largely in the neurotransmitters of the brain’s limbic 
system, which governs feelings, impulses, and drives. Research indicates that the limbic 
system learns best through motivation, extended practice, and feedback. Compare this 
with the kind of learning that goes on in the neocortex, which governs analytical and 
technical ability. The neocortex grasps concepts and logic. It is the part of the brain that 
figures out how to use a computer or make a sales call by reading a book. Not 
surprisingly—but mistakenly—it is also the part of the brain targeted by most training 
programs aimed at enhancing emotional intelligence. When such programs take, in 
effect, a neocortical approach, my research with the Consortium for Research on 
Emotional Intelligence in Organizations has shown they can even have a negative impact 
on people’s job performance. 

To enhance emotional intelligence, organizations must refocus their training to include 
the limbic system. They must help people break old behavioral habits and establish new 
ones. That not only takes much more time than conventional training programs, it also 
requires an individualized approach. 

Imagine an executive who is thought to be low on empathy by her colleagues. Part of 
that deficit shows itself as an inability to listen; she interrupts people and doesn’t pay 
close attention to what they’re saying. To fix the problem, the executive needs to be 
motivated to change, and then she needs practice and feedback from others in the 
company. A colleague or coach could be tapped to let the executive know when she has 
been observed failing to listen. She would then have to replay the incident and give a 
better response; that is, demonstrate her ability to absorb what others are saying. And 
the executive could be directed to observe certain executives who listen well and to 
mimic their behavior. 

With persistence and practice, such a process can lead to lasting results. I know one Wall 
Street executive who sought to improve his empathy—specifically his ability to read 
people’s reactions and see their perspectives. Before beginning his quest, the executive’s 
subordinates were terrified of working with him. People even went so far as to hide bad 
news from him. Naturally, he was shocked when finally confronted with these facts. He 
went home and told his family—but they only confirmed what he had heard at work. 
When their opinions on any given subject did not mesh with his, they, too, were 
frightened of him. 

Enlisting the help of a coach, the executive went to work to heighten his empathy 
through practice and feedback. His first step was to take a vacation to a foreign country 
where he did not speak the language. While there, he monitored his reactions to the 
unfamiliar and his openness to people who were different from him. When he returned 
home, humbled by his week abroad, the executive asked his coach to shadow him for 
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parts of the day, several times a week, to critique how he treated people with new or 
different perspectives. At the same time, he consciously used on-the-job interactions as 
opportunities to practice “hearing” ideas that differed from his. Finally, the executive had 
himself videotaped in meetings and asked those who worked for and with him to critique 
his ability to acknowledge and understand the feelings of others. It took several months, 
but the executive’s emotional intelligence did ultimately rise, and the improvement was 
reflected in his overall performance on the job. 

It’s important to emphasize that building one’s emotional intelligence cannot—will not—
happen without sincere desire and concerted effort. A brief seminar won’t help; nor can 
one buy a how-to manual. It is much harder to learn to empathize—to internalize 
empathy as a natural response to people—than it is to become adept at regression 
analysis. But it can be done. “Nothing great was ever achieved without enthusiasm,” 
wrote Ralph Waldo Emerson. If your goal is to become a real leader, these words can 
serve as a guidepost in your efforts to develop high emotional intelligence. 
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 Narcissistic Leaders  

 The Incredible Pros, the Inevitable Cons  

 Many leaders dominating business today have what psychoanalysts call a 
narcissistic personality. That’s good news for companies that need passion 
and daring to break new ground. But even productive narcissists can be 
dangerous for organizations. Here is some advice on avoiding the dangers.

 

 by Michael Maccoby  

When Michael Maccoby wrote this article, which was first published in early 2000, the 
business world was still under the spell of the Internet and its revolutionary promise. It 
was a time, Maccoby wrote, that called for larger-than-life leaders who could see the big 
picture and paint a compelling portrait of a dramatically different future. And that, he 
argued, was one reason we saw the emergence of the superstar CEOs—the grandiose, 
actively self-promoting, and genuinely narcissistic leaders who dominated the covers of 
business magazines at that time. Skilled orators and creative strategists, narcissists 
have vision and a great ability to attract and inspire followers.

The times have changed, and we’ve learned a lot about the dangers of overreliance on 
big personalities, but that doesn’t mean narcissism can’t be a useful leadership trait. 
There’s certainly a dark side to narcissism—narcissists, Freud told us, are emotionally 
isolated and highly distrustful. They’re usually poor listeners and lack empathy. 
Perceived threats can trigger rage. The challenge today—as Maccoby understood it to be 
four years ago—is to take advantage of their strengths while tempering their weaknesses.

 There’s something new and daring about the CEOs who are transforming today’s 
industries. Just compare them with the executives who ran large companies in the 1950s 
through the 1980s. Those executives shunned the press and had their comments 
carefully crafted by corporate PR departments. But today’s CEOs—superstars such as Bill 
Gates, Andy Grove, Steve Jobs, Jeff Bezos, and Jack Welch—hire their own publicists, 
write books, grant spontaneous interviews, and actively promote their personal 
philosophies. Their faces adorn the covers of magazines like BusinessWeek, Time, and 
the Economist. What’s more, the world’s business personalities are increasingly seen as 
the makers and shapers of our public and personal agendas. They advise schools on 
what kids should learn and lawmakers on how to invest the public’s money. We look to 
them for thoughts on everything from the future of e-commerce to hot places to 
vacation. 

There are many reasons today’s business leaders have higher profiles than ever before. 
One is that business plays a much bigger role in our lives than it used to, and its leaders 
are more often in the limelight. Another is that the business world is experiencing 
enormous changes that call for visionary and charismatic leadership. But my 25 years of 
consulting both as a psychoanalyst in private practice and as an adviser to top managers 
suggest a third reason—namely, a pronounced change in the personality of the strategic 
leaders at the top. As an anthropologist, I try to understand people in the context in 
which they operate, and as a psychoanalyst, I tend to see them through a distinctly 
Freudian lens. Given what I know, I believe that the larger-than-life leaders we are 
seeing today closely resemble the personality type that Sigmund Freud dubbed 
narcissistic. “People of this type impress others as being ‘personalities,’” he wrote, 
describing one of the psychological types that clearly fall within the range of normality. 
“They are especially suited to act as a support for others, to take on the role of leaders, 
and to give a fresh stimulus to cultural development or damage the established state of 
affairs.” 

Throughout history, narcissists have always emerged to inspire people and to shape the 
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future. When military, religious, and political arenas dominated society, it was figures 
such as Napoléon Bonaparte, Mahatma Gandhi, and Franklin Delano Roosevelt who 
determined the social agenda. But from time to time, when business became the engine 
of social change, it, too, generated its share of narcissistic leaders. That was true at the 
beginning of this century, when men like Andrew Carnegie, John D. Rockefeller, Thomas 
Edison, and Henry Ford exploited new technologies and restructured American industry. 
And I think it is true again today. 

But Freud recognized that there is a dark side to narcissism. Narcissists, he pointed out, 
are emotionally isolated and highly distrustful. Perceived threats can trigger rage. 
Achievements can feed feelings of grandiosity. That’s why Freud thought narcissists were 
the hardest personality types to analyze. Consider how an executive at Oracle describes 
his narcissistic CEO Larry Ellison: “The difference between God and Larry is that God 
does not believe he is Larry.” That observation is amusing, but it is also troubling. Not 
surprisingly, most people think of narcissists in a primarily negative way. After all, Freud 
named the type after the mythical figure Narcissus, who died because of his pathological 
preoccupation with himself. 

Yet narcissism can be extraordinarily useful—even necessary. Freud shifted his views 
about narcissism over time and recognized that we are all somewhat narcissistic. More 
recently, psychoanalyst Heinz Kohut built on Freud’s theories and developed methods of 
treating narcissists. Of course, only professional clinicians are trained to tell if narcissism 
is normal or pathological. In this article, I discuss the differences between productive 
and unproductive narcissism but do not explore the extreme pathology of borderline 
conditions and psychosis. 

Leaders such as Jack Welch and George Soros are examples of productive narcissists. 
They are gifted and creative strategists who see the big picture and find meaning in the 
risky challenge of changing the world and leaving behind a legacy. Indeed, one reason 
we look to productive narcissists in times of great transition is that they have the 
audacity to push through the massive transformations that society periodically 
undertakes. Productive narcissists are not only risk takers willing to get the job done but 
also charmers who can convert the masses with their rhetoric. The danger is that 
narcissism can turn unproductive when, lacking self-knowledge and restraining anchors, 
narcissists become unrealistic dreamers. They nurture grand schemes and harbor the 
illusion that only circumstances or enemies block their success. This tendency toward 
grandiosity and distrust is the Achilles’ heel of narcissists. Because of it, even brilliant 
narcissists can come under suspicion for self-involvement, unpredictability, and—in 
extreme cases—paranoia. 

Productive narcissists have the audacity to push 
through the massive transformations that society 

periodically undertakes. 

It’s easy to see why narcissistic leadership doesn’t always mean successful leadership. 
Consider the case of Volvo’s Pehr Gyllenhammar. He had a dream that appealed to a 
broad international audience—a plan to revolutionize the industrial workplace by 
replacing the dehumanizing assembly line caricatured in Charlie Chaplin’s Modern Times. 
His wildly popular vision called for team-based craftsmanship. Model factories were built 
and publicized to international acclaim. But his success in pushing through these 
dramatic changes also sowed the seeds for his downfall. Gyllenhammar started to feel 
that he could ignore the concerns of his operational managers. He pursued chancy and 
expensive business deals, which he publicized on television and in the press. On one 
level, you can ascribe Gyllenhammar’s falling out of touch with his workforce simply to 
faulty strategy. But it is also possible to attribute it to his narcissistic personality. His 
overestimation of himself led him to believe that others would want him to be the czar of 
a multinational enterprise. In turn, these fantasies led him to pursue a merger with 
Renault, which was tremendously unpopular with Swedish employees. Because 
Gyllenhammar was deaf to complaints about Renault, Swedish managers were forced to 
take their case public. In the end, shareholders aggressively rejected Gyllenhammar’s 
plan, leaving him with no option but to resign. 

Given the large number of narcissists at the helm of corporations today, the challenge 
facing organizations is to ensure that such leaders do not self-destruct or lead the 
company to disaster. That can take some doing because it is very hard for narcissists to 
work through their issues—and virtually impossible for them to do it alone. Narcissists 
need colleagues and even therapists if they hope to break free from their limitations. But 
because of their extreme independence and self-protectiveness, it is very difficult to get 
near them. Kohut maintained that a therapist would have to demonstrate an 



extraordinarily profound empathic understanding and sympathy for the narcissist’s 
feelings in order to gain his trust. On top of that, narcissists must recognize that they 
can benefit from such help. For their part, employees must learn how to recognize—and 
work around—narcissistic bosses. To help them in this endeavor, let’s first take a closer 
look at Freud’s theory of personality types. 

Three Main Personality Types 

While Freud recognized that there are an almost infinite variety of personalities, he 
identified three main types: erotic, obsessive, and narcissistic. Most of us have elements 
of all three. We are all, for example, somewhat narcissistic. If that were not so, we 
would not be able to survive or assert our needs. The point is, one of the dynamic 
tendencies usually dominates the others, making each of us react differently to success 
and failure. 

Freud’s definitions of personality types differed over time. When talking about the erotic 
personality type, however, Freud generally did not mean a sexual personality but rather 
one for whom loving and above all being loved is most important. This type of individual 
is dependent on those people they fear will stop loving them. Many erotics are teachers, 
nurses, and social workers. At their most productive, they are developers of the young 
as well as enablers and helpers at work. As managers, they are caring and supportive, 
but they avoid conflict and make people dependent on them. They are, according to 
Freud, outer-directed people. 

Obsessives, in contrast, are inner-directed. They are self-reliant and conscientious. They 
create and maintain order and make the most effective operational managers. They look 
constantly for ways to help people listen better, resolve conflict, and find win-win 
opportunities. They buy self-improvement books such as Stephen Covey’s The 7 Habits 
of Highly Effective People. Obsessives are also ruled by a strict conscience—they like to 
focus on continuous improvement at work because it fits in with their sense of moral 
improvement. As entrepreneurs, obsessives start businesses that express their values, 
but they lack the vision, daring, and charisma it takes to turn a good idea into a great 
one. The best obsessives set high standards and communicate very effectively. They 
make sure that instructions are followed and costs are kept within budget. The most 
productive are great mentors and team players. The unproductive and the uncooperative 
become narrow experts and rule-bound bureaucrats. 

Narcissists, the third type, are independent and not easily impressed. They are 
innovators, driven in business to gain power and glory. Productive narcissists are experts 
in their industries, but they go beyond it. They also pose the critical questions. They 
want to learn everything about everything that affects the company and its products. 
Unlike erotics, they want to be admired, not loved. And unlike obsessives, they are not 
troubled by a punishing superego, so they are able to aggressively pursue their goals. Of 
all the personality types, narcissists run the greatest risk of isolating themselves at the 
moment of success. And because of their independence and aggressiveness, they are 
constantly looking out for enemies, sometimes degenerating into paranoia when they are 
under extreme stress. (For more on personality types, see the sidebar “Fromm’s Fourth 
Personality Type.”) 

 Fromm's Fourth Personality Type 

Strengths of the Narcissistic Leader 

When it comes to leadership, personality type can be instructive. Erotic personalities 
generally make poor managers—they need too much approval. Obsessives make better 
leaders—they are your operational managers: critical and cautious. But it is narcissists 
who come closest to our collective image of great leaders. There are two reasons for 
this: they have compelling, even gripping, visions for companies, and they have an 
ability to attract followers. 

Great Vision. I once asked a group of managers to define a leader. “A person with 
vision” was a typical response. Productive narcissists understand the vision thing 
particularly well, because they are by nature people who see the big picture. They are 
not analyzers who can break up big questions into manageable problems; they aren’t 
number crunchers either (these are usually the obsessives). Nor do they try to 
extrapolate to understand the future—they attempt to create it. To paraphrase George 
Bernard Shaw, some people see things as they are and ask why; narcissists see things 
that never were and ask why not. 

Consider the difference between Bob Allen, a productive obsessive, and Mike Armstrong, 



a productive narcissist. In 1997, Allen tried to expand AT&T to reestablish the end-to-
end service of the Bell System by reselling local service from the regional Bell operating 
companies (RBOCs). Although this was a worthwhile endeavor for shareholders and 
customers, it was hardly earth-shattering. By contrast, through a strategy of combining 
voice, telecommunications, and Internet access by high-speed broadband 
telecommunication over cable, Mike Armstrong has “created a new space with his name 
on it,” as one of his colleagues puts it. Armstrong is betting that his costly strategy will 
beat out the RBOC’s less expensive solution of digital subscriber lines over copper wire. 
This example illustrates the different approaches of obsessives and narcissists. The risk 
Armstrong took is one that few obsessives would feel comfortable taking. His vision is 
galvanizing AT&T. Who but a narcissistic leader could achieve such a thing? As Napoléon
—a classic narcissist—once remarked, “Revolutions are ideal times for soldiers with a lot 
of wit—and the courage to act.” 

As in the days of the French Revolution, the world is now changing in astounding ways; 
narcissists have opportunities they would never have in ordinary times. In short, today’s 
narcissistic leaders have the chance to change the very rules of the game. Consider 
Robert B. Shapiro, CEO of Monsanto. Shapiro described his vision of genetically 
modifying crops as “the single most successful introduction of technology in the history 
of agriculture, including the plow” (New York Times, August 5, 1999). This is certainly a 
huge claim—there are still many questions about the safety and public acceptance of 
genetically engineered fruits and vegetables. But industries like agriculture are desperate 
for radical change. If Shapiro’s gamble is successful, the industry will be transformed in 
the image of Monsanto. That’s why he can get away with painting a picture of Monsanto 
as a highly profitable “life sciences” company—despite the fact that Monsanto’s stock has 
fallen 12% from 1998 to the end of the third quarter of 1999. (During the same period, 
the S&P was up 41%.) Unlike Armstrong and Shapiro, it was enough for Bob Allen to win 
against his competitors in a game measured primarily by the stock market. But 
narcissistic leaders are after something more. They want—and need—to leave behind a 
legacy. 

Scores of Followers. Narcissists have vision—but that’s not enough. People in mental 
hospitals also have visions. The simplest definition of a leader is someone whom other 
people follow. Indeed, narcissists are especially gifted in attracting followers, and more 
often than not, they do so through language. Narcissists believe that words can move 
mountains and that inspiring speeches can change people. Narcissistic leaders are often 
skillful orators, and this is one of the talents that makes them so charismatic. Indeed, 
anyone who has seen narcissists perform can attest to their personal magnetism and 
their ability to stir enthusiasm among audiences. 

Yet this charismatic gift is more of a two-way affair than most people think. Although it 
is not always obvious, narcissistic leaders are quite dependent on their followers—they 
need affirmation, and preferably adulation. Think of Winston Churchill’s wartime 
broadcasts or J.F.K.’s “Ask not what your country can do for you” inaugural address. The 
adulation that follows from such speeches bolsters the self-confidence and conviction of 
the speakers. But if no one responds, the narcissist usually becomes insecure, overly 
shrill, and insistent—just as Ross Perot did. 

Even when people respond positively to a narcissist, there are dangers. That’s because 
charisma is a double-edged sword—it fosters both closeness and isolation. As he 
becomes increasingly self-assured, the narcissist becomes more spontaneous. He feels 
free of constraints. Ideas flow. He thinks he’s invincible. This energy and confidence 
further inspire his followers. But the very adulation that the narcissist demands can have 
a corrosive effect. As he expands, he listens even less to words of caution and advice. 
After all, he has been right before, when others had their doubts. Rather than try to 
persuade those who disagree with him, he feels justified in ignoring them—creating 
further isolation. The result is sometimes flagrant risk taking that can lead to 
catastrophe. In the political realm, there is no clearer example of this than Bill Clinton. 

Weaknesses of the Narcissistic Leader 

Despite the warm feelings their charisma can evoke, narcissists are typically not 
comfortable with their own emotions. They listen only for the kind of information they 
seek. They don’t learn easily from others. They don’t like to teach but prefer to 
indoctrinate and make speeches. They dominate meetings with subordinates. The result 
for the organization is greater internal competitiveness at a time when everyone is 
already under as much pressure as they can possibly stand. Perhaps the main problem is 
that the narcissist’s faults tend to become even more pronounced as he becomes more 
successful. 



Sensitive to Criticism. Because they are extraordinarily sensitive, narcissistic leaders 
shun emotions as a whole. Indeed, perhaps one of the greatest paradoxes in this age of 
teamwork and partnering is that the best corporate leader in the contemporary world is 
the type of person who is emotionally isolated. Narcissistic leaders typically keep others 
at arm’s length. They can put up a wall of defense as thick as the Pentagon. And given 
their difficulty with knowing or acknowledging their own feelings, they are uncomfortable 
with other people expressing theirs—especially their negative feelings. 

Indeed, even productive narcissists are extremely sensitive to criticism or slights, which 
feel to them like knives threatening their self-image and their confidence in their visions. 
Narcissists are almost unimaginably thin-skinned. Like the fairy-tale princess who slept 
on many mattresses and yet knew she was sleeping on a pea, narcissists—even powerful 
CEOs—bruise easily. This is one explanation why narcissistic leaders do not want to know 
what people think of them unless it is causing them a real problem. They cannot tolerate 
dissent. In fact, they can be extremely abrasive with employees who doubt them or with 
subordinates who are tough enough to fight back. Steve Jobs, for example, publicly 
humiliates subordinates. Thus, although narcissistic leaders often say that they want 
teamwork, what that means in practice is that they want a group of yes-men. As the 
more independent-minded players leave or are pushed out, succession becomes a 
particular problem. 

Poor Listeners. One serious consequence of this oversensitivity to criticism is that 
narcissistic leaders often do not listen when they feel threatened or attacked. Consider 
the response of one narcissistic CEO I had worked with for three years who asked me to 
interview his immediate team and report back to him on what they were thinking. He 
invited me to his summer home to discuss what I had found. “So what do they think of 
me?” he asked with seeming nonchalance. “They think you are very creative and 
courageous,” I told him, “but they also feel that you don’t listen.” “Excuse me, what did 
you say?” he shot back at once, pretending not to hear. His response was humorous, but 
it was also tragic. 

In a very real way, this CEO could not hear my criticism because it was too painful to 
tolerate. Some narcissists are so defensive that they go so far as to make a virtue of the 
fact that they don’t listen. As another CEO bluntly put it, “I didn’t get here by listening to 
people!” Indeed, on one occasion when this CEO proposed a daring strategy, none of his 
subordinates believed it would work. His subsequent success strengthened his conviction 
that he had nothing to learn about strategy from his lieutenants. But success is no 
excuse for narcissistic leaders not to listen. 

Lack of Empathy. Best-selling business writers today have taken up the slogan of 
“emotional competencies”—the belief that successful leadership requires a strongly 
developed sense of empathy. But although they crave empathy from others, productive 
narcissists are not noted for being particularly empathetic themselves. Indeed, lack of 
empathy is a characteristic shortcoming of some of the most charismatic and successful 
narcissists, including Bill Gates and Andy Grove. Of course, leaders do need to 
communicate persuasively. But a lack of empathy did not prevent some of history’s 
greatest narcissistic leaders from knowing how to communicate—and inspire. Neither 
Churchill, de Gaulle, Stalin, nor Mao Tse-tung were empathetic. And yet they inspired 
people because of their passion and their conviction at a time when people longed for 
certainty. 

In fact, in times of radical change, lack of empathy can actually be a strength. A 
narcissist finds it easier than other personality types to buy and sell companies, to close 
and move facilities, and to lay off employees—decisions that inevitably make many 
people angry and sad. But narcissistic leaders typically have few regrets. As one CEO 
says, “If I listened to my employees’ needs and demands, they would eat me alive.” 

Given this lack of empathy, it’s hardly surprising that narcissistic leaders don’t score 
particularly well on evaluations of their interpersonal style. What’s more, neither 360-
degree evaluations of their management style nor workshops in listening will make them 
more empathic. Narcissists don’t want to change—and as long as they are successful, 
they don’t think they have to. They may see the need for operational managers to get 
touchy-feely training, but that’s not for them. 

There is a kind of emotional intelligence associated with narcissists, but it’s more street 
smarts than empathy. Narcissistic leaders are acutely aware of whether or not people 
are with them wholeheartedly. They know whom they can use. They can be brutally 
exploitative. That’s why, even though narcissists undoubtedly have “star quality,” they 
are often unlikable. They easily stir up people against them, and it is only in tumultuous 
times, when their gifts are desperately needed, that people are willing to tolerate 



narcissists as leaders. 

Narcissistic leaders often say that they want teamwork. 
What that means in practice is that they want a group 

of yes-men. 

Distaste for Mentoring. Lack of empathy and extreme independence make it difficult 
for narcissists to mentor and be mentored. Generally speaking, narcissistic leaders set 
very little store by mentoring. They seldom mentor others, and when they do they 
typically want their protégés to be pale reflections of themselves. Even those narcissists 
like Jack Welch who are held up as strong mentors are usually more interested in 
instructing than in coaching. 

Narcissists certainly don’t credit mentoring or educational programs for their own 
development as leaders. A few narcissistic leaders such as Bill Gates may find a friend or 
consultant—for instance, Warren Buffet, a superproductive obsessive—whom they can 
trust to be their guide and confidant. But most narcissists prefer “mentors” they can 
control. A 32-year-old marketing vice president, a narcissist with CEO potential, told me 
that she had rejected her boss as a mentor. As she put it, “First of all, I want to keep the 
relationship at a distance. I don’t want to be influenced by emotions. Second, there are 
things I don’t want him to know. I’d rather hire an outside consultant to be my coach.” 
Although narcissistic leaders appear to be at ease with others, they find intimacy—which 
is a prerequisite for mentoring—to be difficult. Younger narcissists will establish peer 
relations with authority rather than seek a parentlike mentoring relationship. They want 
results and are willing to take chances arguing with authority. 

An Intense Desire to Compete. Narcissistic leaders are relentless and ruthless in their 
pursuit of victory. Games are not games but tests of their survival skills. Of course, all 
successful managers want to win, but narcissists are not restrained by conscience. 
Organizations led by narcissists are generally characterized by intense internal 
competition. Their passion to win is marked by both the promise of glory and the 
primitive danger of extinction. It is a potent brew that energizes companies, creating a 
sense of urgency, but it can also be dangerous. These leaders see everything as a 
threat. As Andy Grove puts it, brilliantly articulating the narcissist’s fear, distrust, and 
aggression, “Only the paranoid survive.” The concern, of course, is that the narcissist 
finds enemies that aren’t there—even among his colleagues. 

 The Rise and Fall of a Narcissist 

Avoiding the Traps 

There is very little business literature that tells narcissistic leaders how to avoid the 
pitfalls. There are two reasons for this. First, relatively few narcissistic leaders are 
interested in looking inward. And second, psychoanalysts don’t usually get close enough 
to them, especially in the workplace, to write about them. (The noted psychoanalyst 
Harry Levinson is an exception.) As a result, advice on leadership focuses on obsessives, 
which explains why so much of it is about creating teamwork and being more receptive 
to subordinates. But as we’ve already seen, this literature is of little interest to 
narcissists, nor is it likely to help subordinates understand their narcissistic leaders. The 
absence of managerial literature on narcissistic leaders doesn’t mean that it is impossible 
to devise strategies for dealing with narcissism. In the course of a long career counseling 
CEOs, I have identified three basic ways in which productive narcissists can avoid the 
traps of their own personality. 

Find a trusted sidekick. Many narcissists can develop a close relationship with one 
person, a sidekick who acts as an anchor, keeping the narcissistic partner grounded. 
However, given that narcissistic leaders trust only their own insights and view of reality, 
the sidekick has to understand the narcissistic leader and what he is trying to achieve. 
The narcissist must feel that this person, or in some cases persons, is practically an 
extension of himself. The sidekick must also be sensitive enough to manage the 
relationship. Don Quixote is a classic example of a narcissist who was out of touch with 
reality but who was constantly saved from disaster by his squire Sancho Panza. Not 
surprisingly, many narcissistic leaders rely heavily on their spouses, the people they are 
closest to. But dependence on spouses can be risky, because they may further isolate 
the narcissistic leader from his company by supporting his grandiosity and feeding his 
paranoia. I once knew a CEO in this kind of relationship with his spouse. He took to 
accusing loyal subordinates of plotting against him just because they ventured a few 
criticisms of his ideas. 

It is much better for a narcissistic leader to choose a colleague as his sidekick. Good 



sidekicks are able to point out the operational requirements of the narcissistic leader’s 
vision and keep him rooted in reality. The best sidekicks are usually productive 
obsessives. Gyllenhammar, for instance, was most effective at Volvo when he had an 
obsessive COO, Håkan Frisinger, to focus on improving quality and cost, as well as an 
obsessive HR director, Berth Jönsson, to implement his vision. Similarly, Bill Gates can 
think about the future from the stratosphere because Steve Ballmer, a tough obsessive 
president, keeps the show on the road. At Oracle, CEO Larry Ellison can afford to miss 
key meetings and spend time on his boat contemplating a future without PCs because he 
has a productive obsessive COO in Ray Lane to run the company for him. But the job of 
sidekick entails more than just executing the leader’s ideas. The sidekick also has to get 
his leader to accept new ideas. To do this, he must be able to show the leader how the 
new ideas fit with his views and serve his interests. (For more on dealing with 
narcissistic bosses, see the sidebar “Working for a Narcissist.”) 

 Working for a Narcissist 

Indoctrinate the organization. The narcissistic CEO wants all his subordinates to think 
the way he does about the business. Productive narcissists—people who often have a 
dash of the obsessive personality—are good at converting people to their point of view. 
One of the most successful at this is GE’s Jack Welch. Welch uses toughness to build a 
corporate culture and to implement a daring business strategy, including the buying and 
selling of scores of companies. Unlike other narcissistic leaders such as Gates, Grove, 
and Ellison, who have transformed industries with new products, Welch was able to 
transform his industry by focusing on execution and pushing companies to the limits of 
quality and efficiency, bumping up revenues and wringing out costs. In order to do so, 
Welch hammers out a huge corporate culture in his own image—a culture that provides 
impressive rewards for senior managers and shareholders. 

Welch’s approach to culture building is widely misunderstood. Many observers, notably 
Noel Tichy in The Leadership Engine, argue that Welch forms his company’s leadership 
culture through teaching. But Welch’s “teaching” involves a personal ideology that he 
indoctrinates into GE managers through speeches, memos, and confrontations. Rather 
than create a dialogue, Welch makes pronouncements (either be the number one or two 
company in your market or get out), and he institutes programs (such as Six Sigma 
quality) that become the GE party line. Welch’s strategy has been extremely effective. 
GE managers must either internalize his vision, or they must leave. Clearly, this is 
incentive learning with a vengeance. I would even go so far as to call Welch’s teaching 
brainwashing. But Welch does have the rare insight and know-how to achieve what all 
narcissistic business leaders are trying to do—namely, get the organization to identify 
with them, to think the way they do, and to become the living embodiment of their 
companies. 

More and more large corporations are getting into bed 
with narcissists. They are finding that there is no 

substitute for narcissistic leaders in an age of 
innovation. 

Get into analysis. Narcissists are often more interested in controlling others than in 
knowing and disciplining themselves. That’s why, with very few exceptions, even 
productive narcissists do not want to explore their personalities with the help of insight 
therapies such as psychoanalysis. Yet since Heinz Kohut, there has been a radical shift in 
psychoanalytic thinking about what can be done to help narcissists work through their 
rage, alienation, and grandiosity. Indeed, if they can be persuaded to undergo therapy, 
narcissistic leaders can use tools such as psychoanalysis to overcome vital character 
flaws. 

Consider the case of one exceptional narcissistic CEO who asked me to help him 
understand why he so often lost his temper with subordinates. He lived far from my 
home city, and so the therapy was sporadic and very unorthodox. Yet he kept a journal 
of his dreams, which we interpreted together either by phone or when we met. Our 
analysis uncovered painful feelings of being unappreciated that went back to his inability 
to impress a cold father. He came to realize that he demanded an unreasonable amount 
of praise and that when he felt unappreciated by his subordinates, he became furious. 
Once he understood that, he was able to recognize his narcissism and even laugh about 
it. In the middle of our work, he even announced to his top team that I was 
psychoanalyzing him and asked them what they thought of that. After a pregnant pause, 
one executive vice president piped up, “Whatever you’re doing, you should keep doing it, 
because you don’t get so angry anymore.” Instead of being trapped by narcissistic rage, 
this CEO was learning how to express his concerns constructively. 



Leaders who can work on themselves in that way tend to be the most productive 
narcissists. In addition to being self-reflective, they are also likely to be open, likable, 
and good-humored. Productive narcissists have perspective; they are able to detach 
themselves and laugh at their irrational needs. Although serious about achieving their 
goals, they are also playful. As leaders, they are aware of being performers. A sense of 
humor helps them maintain enough perspective and humility to keep on learning. 

The Best and Worst of Times 

As I have pointed out, narcissists thrive in chaotic times. In more tranquil times and 
places, however, even the most brilliant narcissist will seem out of place. In his short 
story The Curfew Tolls, Stephen Vincent Benét speculates on what would have happened 
to Napoléon if he had been born some 30 years earlier. Retired in prerevolutionary 
France, Napoléon is depicted as a lonely artillery major boasting to a vacationing British 
general about how he could have beaten the English in India. The point, of course, is 
that a visionary born in the wrong time can seem like a pompous buffoon. 

Historically, narcissists in large corporations have been confined to sales positions, where 
they use their persuasiveness and imagination to best effect. In settled times, the 
problematic side of the narcissistic personality usually conspires to keep narcissists in 
their place, and they can typically rise to top management positions only by starting 
their own companies or by leaving to lead upstarts. Consider Joe Nacchio, formerly in 
charge of both the business and consumer divisions of AT&T. Nacchio was a 
supersalesman and a popular leader in the mid-1990s. But his desire to create a new 
network for business customers was thwarted by colleagues who found him abrasive, 
self-promoting, and ruthlessly ambitious. 

Two years ago, Nacchio left AT&T to become CEO of Qwest, a company that is creating a 
long-distance fiber-optic cable network. Nacchio had the credibility—and charisma—to 
sell Qwest’s initial public offering to financial markets and gain a high valuation. Within a 
short space of time, he turned Qwest into an attractive target for the RBOCs, which were 
looking to move into long-distance telephony and Internet services. Such a sale would 
have given Qwest’s owners a handsome profit on their investment. But Nacchio wanted 
more. He wanted to expand—to compete with AT&T—and for that he needed local 
service. Rather than sell Qwest, he chose to make a bid himself for local telephone 
operator U.S. West, using Qwest’s highly valued stock to finance the deal. The market 
voted on this display of expansiveness with its feet—Qwest’s stock price fell 40% 
between last June, when he made the deal, and the end of the third quarter of 1999. 
(The S&P index dropped 5.7% during the same period.) 

Like other narcissists, Nacchio likes risk—and sometimes ignores the costs. But with the 
dramatic discontinuities going on in the world today, more and more large corporations 
are getting into bed with narcissists. They are finding that there is no substitute for 
narcissistic leaders in an age of innovation. Companies need leaders who do not try to 
anticipate the future so much as create it. But narcissistic leaders—even the most 
productive of them—can self-destruct and lead their organizations terribly astray. For 
companies whose narcissistic leaders recognize their limitations, these will be the best of 
times. For other companies, these could turn out to be the worst. 
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 Narcissistic Leaders  

 The Incredible Pros, the Inevitable Cons  

 Many leaders dominating business today have what psychoanalysts call a 
narcissistic personality. That’s good news for companies that need passion 
and daring to break new ground. But even productive narcissists can be 
dangerous for organizations. Here is some advice on avoiding the dangers.

 

 by Michael Maccoby  

Michael Maccoby is an anthropologist and a psychoanalyst. He is also the founder and president of the 
Maccoby Group, a management consultancy in Washington, DC, and was formerly director of the Program 
on Technology, Public Policy, and Human Development at Harvard University’s Kennedy School of 
Government in Cambridge, Massachusetts. This article was the basis for the book The Productive 
Narcissist: The Promise and Peril of Visionary Leadership (Broadway Books, 2003).  

When Michael Maccoby wrote this article, which was first published in early 2000, the 
business world was still under the spell of the Internet and its revolutionary promise. It 
was a time, Maccoby wrote, that called for larger-than-life leaders who could see the big 
picture and paint a compelling portrait of a dramatically different future. And that, he 
argued, was one reason we saw the emergence of the superstar CEOs—the grandiose, 
actively self-promoting, and genuinely narcissistic leaders who dominated the covers of 
business magazines at that time. Skilled orators and creative strategists, narcissists 
have vision and a great ability to attract and inspire followers.

The times have changed, and we’ve learned a lot about the dangers of overreliance on 
big personalities, but that doesn’t mean narcissism can’t be a useful leadership trait. 
There’s certainly a dark side to narcissism—narcissists, Freud told us, are emotionally 
isolated and highly distrustful. They’re usually poor listeners and lack empathy. 
Perceived threats can trigger rage. The challenge today—as Maccoby understood it to be 
four years ago—is to take advantage of their strengths while tempering their weaknesses.
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 There’s something new and daring about the CEOs who are transforming today’s 
industries. Just compare them with the executives who ran large companies in the 1950s 
through the 1980s. Those executives shunned the press and had their comments 
carefully crafted by corporate PR departments. But today’s CEOs—superstars such as Bill 
Gates, Andy Grove, Steve Jobs, Jeff Bezos, and Jack Welch—hire their own publicists, 
write books, grant spontaneous interviews, and actively promote their personal 
philosophies. Their faces adorn the covers of magazines like BusinessWeek, Time, and 
the Economist. What’s more, the world’s business personalities are increasingly seen as 
the makers and shapers of our public and personal agendas. They advise schools on 
what kids should learn and lawmakers on how to invest the public’s money. We look to 
them for thoughts on everything from the future of e-commerce to hot places to 
vacation. 

There are many reasons today’s business leaders have higher profiles than ever before. 
One is that business plays a much bigger role in our lives than it used to, and its leaders 
are more often in the limelight. Another is that the business world is experiencing 
enormous changes that call for visionary and charismatic leadership. But my 25 years of 
consulting both as a psychoanalyst in private practice and as an adviser to top managers 
suggest a third reason—namely, a pronounced change in the personality of the strategic 
leaders at the top. As an anthropologist, I try to understand people in the context in 
which they operate, and as a psychoanalyst, I tend to see them through a distinctly 
Freudian lens. Given what I know, I believe that the larger-than-life leaders we are 
seeing today closely resemble the personality type that Sigmund Freud dubbed 
narcissistic. “People of this type impress others as being ‘personalities,’” he wrote, 
describing one of the psychological types that clearly fall within the range of normality. 
“They are especially suited to act as a support for others, to take on the role of leaders, 
and to give a fresh stimulus to cultural development or damage the established state of 
affairs.” 

Throughout history, narcissists have always emerged to inspire people and to shape the 
future. When military, religious, and political arenas dominated society, it was figures 
such as Napoléon Bonaparte, Mahatma Gandhi, and Franklin Delano Roosevelt who 
determined the social agenda. But from time to time, when business became the engine 
of social change, it, too, generated its share of narcissistic leaders. That was true at the 
beginning of this century, when men like Andrew Carnegie, John D. Rockefeller, Thomas 
Edison, and Henry Ford exploited new technologies and restructured American industry. 
And I think it is true again today. 

But Freud recognized that there is a dark side to narcissism. Narcissists, he pointed out, 
are emotionally isolated and highly distrustful. Perceived threats can trigger rage. 
Achievements can feed feelings of grandiosity. That’s why Freud thought narcissists were 
the hardest personality types to analyze. Consider how an executive at Oracle describes 
his narcissistic CEO Larry Ellison: “The difference between God and Larry is that God 
does not believe he is Larry.” That observation is amusing, but it is also troubling. Not 
surprisingly, most people think of narcissists in a primarily negative way. After all, Freud 
named the type after the mythical figure Narcissus, who died because of his pathological 
preoccupation with himself. 

Yet narcissism can be extraordinarily useful—even necessary. Freud shifted his views 
about narcissism over time and recognized that we are all somewhat narcissistic. More 
recently, psychoanalyst Heinz Kohut built on Freud’s theories and developed methods of 
treating narcissists. Of course, only professional clinicians are trained to tell if narcissism 
is normal or pathological. In this article, I discuss the differences between productive 
and unproductive narcissism but do not explore the extreme pathology of borderline 
conditions and psychosis. 

 



Leaders such as Jack Welch and George Soros are examples of productive narcissists. 
They are gifted and creative strategists who see the big picture and find meaning in the 
risky challenge of changing the world and leaving behind a legacy. Indeed, one reason 
we look to productive narcissists in times of great transition is that they have the 
audacity to push through the massive transformations that society periodically 
undertakes. Productive narcissists are not only risk takers willing to get the job done but 
also charmers who can convert the masses with their rhetoric. The danger is that 
narcissism can turn unproductive when, lacking self-knowledge and restraining anchors, 
narcissists become unrealistic dreamers. They nurture grand schemes and harbor the 
illusion that only circumstances or enemies block their success. This tendency toward 
grandiosity and distrust is the Achilles’ heel of narcissists. Because of it, even brilliant 
narcissists can come under suspicion for self-involvement, unpredictability, and—in 
extreme cases—paranoia. 

Productive narcissists have the audacity to push 
through the massive transformations that society 

periodically undertakes. 

It’s easy to see why narcissistic leadership doesn’t always mean successful leadership. 
Consider the case of Volvo’s Pehr Gyllenhammar. He had a dream that appealed to a 
broad international audience—a plan to revolutionize the industrial workplace by 
replacing the dehumanizing assembly line caricatured in Charlie Chaplin’s Modern Times. 
His wildly popular vision called for team-based craftsmanship. Model factories were built 
and publicized to international acclaim. But his success in pushing through these 
dramatic changes also sowed the seeds for his downfall. Gyllenhammar started to feel 
that he could ignore the concerns of his operational managers. He pursued chancy and 
expensive business deals, which he publicized on television and in the press. On one 
level, you can ascribe Gyllenhammar’s falling out of touch with his workforce simply to 
faulty strategy. But it is also possible to attribute it to his narcissistic personality. His 
overestimation of himself led him to believe that others would want him to be the czar of 
a multinational enterprise. In turn, these fantasies led him to pursue a merger with 
Renault, which was tremendously unpopular with Swedish employees. Because 
Gyllenhammar was deaf to complaints about Renault, Swedish managers were forced to 
take their case public. In the end, shareholders aggressively rejected Gyllenhammar’s 
plan, leaving him with no option but to resign. 

Given the large number of narcissists at the helm of corporations today, the challenge 
facing organizations is to ensure that such leaders do not self-destruct or lead the 
company to disaster. That can take some doing because it is very hard for narcissists to 
work through their issues—and virtually impossible for them to do it alone. Narcissists 
need colleagues and even therapists if they hope to break free from their limitations. But 
because of their extreme independence and self-protectiveness, it is very difficult to get 
near them. Kohut maintained that a therapist would have to demonstrate an 
extraordinarily profound empathic understanding and sympathy for the narcissist’s 
feelings in order to gain his trust. On top of that, narcissists must recognize that they 
can benefit from such help. For their part, employees must learn how to recognize—and 
work around—narcissistic bosses. To help them in this endeavor, let’s first take a closer 
look at Freud’s theory of personality types. 

Three Main Personality Types 

While Freud recognized that there are an almost infinite variety of personalities, he 
identified three main types: erotic, obsessive, and narcissistic. Most of us have elements 
of all three. We are all, for example, somewhat narcissistic. If that were not so, we 



would not be able to survive or assert our needs. The point is, one of the dynamic 
tendencies usually dominates the others, making each of us react differently to success 
and failure. 

Freud’s definitions of personality types differed over time. When talking about the erotic 
personality type, however, Freud generally did not mean a sexual personality but rather 
one for whom loving and above all being loved is most important. This type of individual 
is dependent on those people they fear will stop loving them. Many erotics are teachers, 
nurses, and social workers. At their most productive, they are developers of the young 
as well as enablers and helpers at work. As managers, they are caring and supportive, 
but they avoid conflict and make people dependent on them. They are, according to 
Freud, outer-directed people. 

Obsessives, in contrast, are inner-directed. They are self-reliant and conscientious. They 
create and maintain order and make the most effective operational managers. They look 
constantly for ways to help people listen better, resolve conflict, and find win-win 
opportunities. They buy self-improvement books such as Stephen Covey’s The 7 Habits 
of Highly Effective People. Obsessives are also ruled by a strict conscience—they like to 
focus on continuous improvement at work because it fits in with their sense of moral 
improvement. As entrepreneurs, obsessives start businesses that express their values, 
but they lack the vision, daring, and charisma it takes to turn a good idea into a great 
one. The best obsessives set high standards and communicate very effectively. They 
make sure that instructions are followed and costs are kept within budget. The most 
productive are great mentors and team players. The unproductive and the uncooperative 
become narrow experts and rule-bound bureaucrats. 

Narcissists, the third type, are independent and not easily impressed. They are 
innovators, driven in business to gain power and glory. Productive narcissists are experts 
in their industries, but they go beyond it. They also pose the critical questions. They 
want to learn everything about everything that affects the company and its products. 
Unlike erotics, they want to be admired, not loved. And unlike obsessives, they are not 
troubled by a punishing superego, so they are able to aggressively pursue their goals. Of 
all the personality types, narcissists run the greatest risk of isolating themselves at the 
moment of success. And because of their independence and aggressiveness, they are 
constantly looking out for enemies, sometimes degenerating into paranoia when they are 
under extreme stress. (For more on personality types, see the sidebar “Fromm’s Fourth 
Personality Type.”) 

Fromm's Fourth Personality Type 
Sidebar R0401J_A (Located at the end of this article)

Strengths of the Narcissistic Leader 

When it comes to leadership, personality type can be instructive. Erotic personalities 
generally make poor managers—they need too much approval. Obsessives make better 
leaders—they are your operational managers: critical and cautious. But it is narcissists 
who come closest to our collective image of great leaders. There are two reasons for 
this: they have compelling, even gripping, visions for companies, and they have an 
ability to attract followers. 

Great Vision. I once asked a group of managers to define a leader. “A person with 
vision” was a typical response. Productive narcissists understand the vision thing 
particularly well, because they are by nature people who see the big picture. They are 
not analyzers who can break up big questions into manageable problems; they aren’t 



number crunchers either (these are usually the obsessives). Nor do they try to 
extrapolate to understand the future—they attempt to create it. To paraphrase George 
Bernard Shaw, some people see things as they are and ask why; narcissists see things 
that never were and ask why not. 

Consider the difference between Bob Allen, a productive obsessive, and Mike Armstrong, 
a productive narcissist. In 1997, Allen tried to expand AT&T to reestablish the end-to-
end service of the Bell System by reselling local service from the regional Bell operating 
companies (RBOCs). Although this was a worthwhile endeavor for shareholders and 
customers, it was hardly earth-shattering. By contrast, through a strategy of combining 
voice, telecommunications, and Internet access by high-speed broadband 
telecommunication over cable, Mike Armstrong has “created a new space with his name 
on it,” as one of his colleagues puts it. Armstrong is betting that his costly strategy will 
beat out the RBOC’s less expensive solution of digital subscriber lines over copper wire. 
This example illustrates the different approaches of obsessives and narcissists. The risk 
Armstrong took is one that few obsessives would feel comfortable taking. His vision is 
galvanizing AT&T. Who but a narcissistic leader could achieve such a thing? As Napoléon
—a classic narcissist—once remarked, “Revolutions are ideal times for soldiers with a lot 
of wit—and the courage to act.” 

As in the days of the French Revolution, the world is now changing in astounding ways; 
narcissists have opportunities they would never have in ordinary times. In short, today’s 
narcissistic leaders have the chance to change the very rules of the game. Consider 
Robert B. Shapiro, CEO of Monsanto. Shapiro described his vision of genetically 
modifying crops as “the single most successful introduction of technology in the history 
of agriculture, including the plow” (New York Times, August 5, 1999). This is certainly a 
huge claim—there are still many questions about the safety and public acceptance of 
genetically engineered fruits and vegetables. But industries like agriculture are desperate 
for radical change. If Shapiro’s gamble is successful, the industry will be transformed in 
the image of Monsanto. That’s why he can get away with painting a picture of Monsanto 
as a highly profitable “life sciences” company—despite the fact that Monsanto’s stock has 
fallen 12% from 1998 to the end of the third quarter of 1999. (During the same period, 
the S&P was up 41%.) Unlike Armstrong and Shapiro, it was enough for Bob Allen to win 
against his competitors in a game measured primarily by the stock market. But 
narcissistic leaders are after something more. They want—and need—to leave behind a 
legacy. 

Scores of Followers. Narcissists have vision—but that’s not enough. People in mental 
hospitals also have visions. The simplest definition of a leader is someone whom other 
people follow. Indeed, narcissists are especially gifted in attracting followers, and more 
often than not, they do so through language. Narcissists believe that words can move 
mountains and that inspiring speeches can change people. Narcissistic leaders are often 
skillful orators, and this is one of the talents that makes them so charismatic. Indeed, 
anyone who has seen narcissists perform can attest to their personal magnetism and 
their ability to stir enthusiasm among audiences. 

Yet this charismatic gift is more of a two-way affair than most people think. Although it 
is not always obvious, narcissistic leaders are quite dependent on their followers—they 
need affirmation, and preferably adulation. Think of Winston Churchill’s wartime 
broadcasts or J.F.K.’s “Ask not what your country can do for you” inaugural address. The 
adulation that follows from such speeches bolsters the self-confidence and conviction of 
the speakers. But if no one responds, the narcissist usually becomes insecure, overly 
shrill, and insistent—just as Ross Perot did. 

Even when people respond positively to a narcissist, there are dangers. That’s because 



charisma is a double-edged sword—it fosters both closeness and isolation. As he 
becomes increasingly self-assured, the narcissist becomes more spontaneous. He feels 
free of constraints. Ideas flow. He thinks he’s invincible. This energy and confidence 
further inspire his followers. But the very adulation that the narcissist demands can have 
a corrosive effect. As he expands, he listens even less to words of caution and advice. 
After all, he has been right before, when others had their doubts. Rather than try to 
persuade those who disagree with him, he feels justified in ignoring them—creating 
further isolation. The result is sometimes flagrant risk taking that can lead to 
catastrophe. In the political realm, there is no clearer example of this than Bill Clinton. 

Weaknesses of the Narcissistic Leader 

Despite the warm feelings their charisma can evoke, narcissists are typically not 
comfortable with their own emotions. They listen only for the kind of information they 
seek. They don’t learn easily from others. They don’t like to teach but prefer to 
indoctrinate and make speeches. They dominate meetings with subordinates. The result 
for the organization is greater internal competitiveness at a time when everyone is 
already under as much pressure as they can possibly stand. Perhaps the main problem is 
that the narcissist’s faults tend to become even more pronounced as he becomes more 
successful. 

Sensitive to Criticism. Because they are extraordinarily sensitive, narcissistic leaders 
shun emotions as a whole. Indeed, perhaps one of the greatest paradoxes in this age of 
teamwork and partnering is that the best corporate leader in the contemporary world is 
the type of person who is emotionally isolated. Narcissistic leaders typically keep others 
at arm’s length. They can put up a wall of defense as thick as the Pentagon. And given 
their difficulty with knowing or acknowledging their own feelings, they are uncomfortable 
with other people expressing theirs—especially their negative feelings. 

Indeed, even productive narcissists are extremely sensitive to criticism or slights, which 
feel to them like knives threatening their self-image and their confidence in their visions. 
Narcissists are almost unimaginably thin-skinned. Like the fairy-tale princess who slept 
on many mattresses and yet knew she was sleeping on a pea, narcissists—even powerful 
CEOs—bruise easily. This is one explanation why narcissistic leaders do not want to know 
what people think of them unless it is causing them a real problem. They cannot tolerate 
dissent. In fact, they can be extremely abrasive with employees who doubt them or with 
subordinates who are tough enough to fight back. Steve Jobs, for example, publicly 
humiliates subordinates. Thus, although narcissistic leaders often say that they want 
teamwork, what that means in practice is that they want a group of yes-men. As the 
more independent-minded players leave or are pushed out, succession becomes a 
particular problem. 

Poor Listeners. One serious consequence of this oversensitivity to criticism is that 
narcissistic leaders often do not listen when they feel threatened or attacked. Consider 
the response of one narcissistic CEO I had worked with for three years who asked me to 
interview his immediate team and report back to him on what they were thinking. He 
invited me to his summer home to discuss what I had found. “So what do they think of 
me?” he asked with seeming nonchalance. “They think you are very creative and 
courageous,” I told him, “but they also feel that you don’t listen.” “Excuse me, what did 
you say?” he shot back at once, pretending not to hear. His response was humorous, but 
it was also tragic. 

In a very real way, this CEO could not hear my criticism because it was too painful to 
tolerate. Some narcissists are so defensive that they go so far as to make a virtue of the 
fact that they don’t listen. As another CEO bluntly put it, “I didn’t get here by listening to 



people!” Indeed, on one occasion when this CEO proposed a daring strategy, none of his 
subordinates believed it would work. His subsequent success strengthened his conviction 
that he had nothing to learn about strategy from his lieutenants. But success is no 
excuse for narcissistic leaders not to listen. 

Lack of Empathy. Best-selling business writers today have taken up the slogan of 
“emotional competencies”—the belief that successful leadership requires a strongly 
developed sense of empathy. But although they crave empathy from others, productive 
narcissists are not noted for being particularly empathetic themselves. Indeed, lack of 
empathy is a characteristic shortcoming of some of the most charismatic and successful 
narcissists, including Bill Gates and Andy Grove. Of course, leaders do need to 
communicate persuasively. But a lack of empathy did not prevent some of history’s 
greatest narcissistic leaders from knowing how to communicate—and inspire. Neither 
Churchill, de Gaulle, Stalin, nor Mao Tse-tung were empathetic. And yet they inspired 
people because of their passion and their conviction at a time when people longed for 
certainty. 

In fact, in times of radical change, lack of empathy can actually be a strength. A 
narcissist finds it easier than other personality types to buy and sell companies, to close 
and move facilities, and to lay off employees—decisions that inevitably make many 
people angry and sad. But narcissistic leaders typically have few regrets. As one CEO 
says, “If I listened to my employees’ needs and demands, they would eat me alive.” 

Given this lack of empathy, it’s hardly surprising that narcissistic leaders don’t score 
particularly well on evaluations of their interpersonal style. What’s more, neither 360-
degree evaluations of their management style nor workshops in listening will make them 
more empathic. Narcissists don’t want to change—and as long as they are successful, 
they don’t think they have to. They may see the need for operational managers to get 
touchy-feely training, but that’s not for them. 

There is a kind of emotional intelligence associated with narcissists, but it’s more street 
smarts than empathy. Narcissistic leaders are acutely aware of whether or not people 
are with them wholeheartedly. They know whom they can use. They can be brutally 
exploitative. That’s why, even though narcissists undoubtedly have “star quality,” they 
are often unlikable. They easily stir up people against them, and it is only in tumultuous 
times, when their gifts are desperately needed, that people are willing to tolerate 
narcissists as leaders. 

Narcissistic leaders often say that they want teamwork. 
What that means in practice is that they want a group 

of yes-men. 

Distaste for Mentoring. Lack of empathy and extreme independence make it difficult 
for narcissists to mentor and be mentored. Generally speaking, narcissistic leaders set 
very little store by mentoring. They seldom mentor others, and when they do they 
typically want their protégés to be pale reflections of themselves. Even those narcissists 
like Jack Welch who are held up as strong mentors are usually more interested in 
instructing than in coaching. 

Narcissists certainly don’t credit mentoring or educational programs for their own 
development as leaders. A few narcissistic leaders such as Bill Gates may find a friend or 
consultant—for instance, Warren Buffet, a superproductive obsessive—whom they can 
trust to be their guide and confidant. But most narcissists prefer “mentors” they can 
control. A 32-year-old marketing vice president, a narcissist with CEO potential, told me 
that she had rejected her boss as a mentor. As she put it, “First of all, I want to keep the 



relationship at a distance. I don’t want to be influenced by emotions. Second, there are 
things I don’t want him to know. I’d rather hire an outside consultant to be my coach.” 
Although narcissistic leaders appear to be at ease with others, they find intimacy—which 
is a prerequisite for mentoring—to be difficult. Younger narcissists will establish peer 
relations with authority rather than seek a parentlike mentoring relationship. They want 
results and are willing to take chances arguing with authority. 

An Intense Desire to Compete. Narcissistic leaders are relentless and ruthless in their 
pursuit of victory. Games are not games but tests of their survival skills. Of course, all 
successful managers want to win, but narcissists are not restrained by conscience. 
Organizations led by narcissists are generally characterized by intense internal 
competition. Their passion to win is marked by both the promise of glory and the 
primitive danger of extinction. It is a potent brew that energizes companies, creating a 
sense of urgency, but it can also be dangerous. These leaders see everything as a 
threat. As Andy Grove puts it, brilliantly articulating the narcissist’s fear, distrust, and 
aggression, “Only the paranoid survive.” The concern, of course, is that the narcissist 
finds enemies that aren’t there—even among his colleagues. 

The Rise and Fall of a Narcissist 
Sidebar R0401J_B (Located at the end of this article)

Avoiding the Traps 

There is very little business literature that tells narcissistic leaders how to avoid the 
pitfalls. There are two reasons for this. First, relatively few narcissistic leaders are 
interested in looking inward. And second, psychoanalysts don’t usually get close enough 
to them, especially in the workplace, to write about them. (The noted psychoanalyst 
Harry Levinson is an exception.) As a result, advice on leadership focuses on obsessives, 
which explains why so much of it is about creating teamwork and being more receptive 
to subordinates. But as we’ve already seen, this literature is of little interest to 
narcissists, nor is it likely to help subordinates understand their narcissistic leaders. The 
absence of managerial literature on narcissistic leaders doesn’t mean that it is impossible 
to devise strategies for dealing with narcissism. In the course of a long career counseling 
CEOs, I have identified three basic ways in which productive narcissists can avoid the 
traps of their own personality. 

Find a trusted sidekick. Many narcissists can develop a close relationship with one 
person, a sidekick who acts as an anchor, keeping the narcissistic partner grounded. 
However, given that narcissistic leaders trust only their own insights and view of reality, 
the sidekick has to understand the narcissistic leader and what he is trying to achieve. 
The narcissist must feel that this person, or in some cases persons, is practically an 
extension of himself. The sidekick must also be sensitive enough to manage the 
relationship. Don Quixote is a classic example of a narcissist who was out of touch with 
reality but who was constantly saved from disaster by his squire Sancho Panza. Not 
surprisingly, many narcissistic leaders rely heavily on their spouses, the people they are 
closest to. But dependence on spouses can be risky, because they may further isolate 
the narcissistic leader from his company by supporting his grandiosity and feeding his 
paranoia. I once knew a CEO in this kind of relationship with his spouse. He took to 
accusing loyal subordinates of plotting against him just because they ventured a few 
criticisms of his ideas. 

It is much better for a narcissistic leader to choose a colleague as his sidekick. Good 
sidekicks are able to point out the operational requirements of the narcissistic leader’s 
vision and keep him rooted in reality. The best sidekicks are usually productive 



obsessives. Gyllenhammar, for instance, was most effective at Volvo when he had an 
obsessive COO, Håkan Frisinger, to focus on improving quality and cost, as well as an 
obsessive HR director, Berth Jönsson, to implement his vision. Similarly, Bill Gates can 
think about the future from the stratosphere because Steve Ballmer, a tough obsessive 
president, keeps the show on the road. At Oracle, CEO Larry Ellison can afford to miss 
key meetings and spend time on his boat contemplating a future without PCs because he 
has a productive obsessive COO in Ray Lane to run the company for him. But the job of 
sidekick entails more than just executing the leader’s ideas. The sidekick also has to get 
his leader to accept new ideas. To do this, he must be able to show the leader how the 
new ideas fit with his views and serve his interests. (For more on dealing with 
narcissistic bosses, see the sidebar “Working for a Narcissist.”) 

Working for a Narcissist 
Sidebar R0401J_C (Located at the end of this article)

Indoctrinate the organization. The narcissistic CEO wants all his subordinates to think 
the way he does about the business. Productive narcissists—people who often have a 
dash of the obsessive personality—are good at converting people to their point of view. 
One of the most successful at this is GE’s Jack Welch. Welch uses toughness to build a 
corporate culture and to implement a daring business strategy, including the buying and 
selling of scores of companies. Unlike other narcissistic leaders such as Gates, Grove, 
and Ellison, who have transformed industries with new products, Welch was able to 
transform his industry by focusing on execution and pushing companies to the limits of 
quality and efficiency, bumping up revenues and wringing out costs. In order to do so, 
Welch hammers out a huge corporate culture in his own image—a culture that provides 
impressive rewards for senior managers and shareholders. 

Welch’s approach to culture building is widely misunderstood. Many observers, notably 
Noel Tichy in The Leadership Engine, argue that Welch forms his company’s leadership 
culture through teaching. But Welch’s “teaching” involves a personal ideology that he 
indoctrinates into GE managers through speeches, memos, and confrontations. Rather 
than create a dialogue, Welch makes pronouncements (either be the number one or two 
company in your market or get out), and he institutes programs (such as Six Sigma 
quality) that become the GE party line. Welch’s strategy has been extremely effective. 
GE managers must either internalize his vision, or they must leave. Clearly, this is 
incentive learning with a vengeance. I would even go so far as to call Welch’s teaching 
brainwashing. But Welch does have the rare insight and know-how to achieve what all 
narcissistic business leaders are trying to do—namely, get the organization to identify 
with them, to think the way they do, and to become the living embodiment of their 
companies. 

More and more large corporations are getting into bed 
with narcissists. They are finding that there is no 

substitute for narcissistic leaders in an age of 
innovation. 

Get into analysis. Narcissists are often more interested in controlling others than in 
knowing and disciplining themselves. That’s why, with very few exceptions, even 
productive narcissists do not want to explore their personalities with the help of insight 
therapies such as psychoanalysis. Yet since Heinz Kohut, there has been a radical shift in 
psychoanalytic thinking about what can be done to help narcissists work through their 
rage, alienation, and grandiosity. Indeed, if they can be persuaded to undergo therapy, 
narcissistic leaders can use tools such as psychoanalysis to overcome vital character 



flaws. 

Consider the case of one exceptional narcissistic CEO who asked me to help him 
understand why he so often lost his temper with subordinates. He lived far from my 
home city, and so the therapy was sporadic and very unorthodox. Yet he kept a journal 
of his dreams, which we interpreted together either by phone or when we met. Our 
analysis uncovered painful feelings of being unappreciated that went back to his inability 
to impress a cold father. He came to realize that he demanded an unreasonable amount 
of praise and that when he felt unappreciated by his subordinates, he became furious. 
Once he understood that, he was able to recognize his narcissism and even laugh about 
it. In the middle of our work, he even announced to his top team that I was 
psychoanalyzing him and asked them what they thought of that. After a pregnant pause, 
one executive vice president piped up, “Whatever you’re doing, you should keep doing it, 
because you don’t get so angry anymore.” Instead of being trapped by narcissistic rage, 
this CEO was learning how to express his concerns constructively. 

Leaders who can work on themselves in that way tend to be the most productive 
narcissists. In addition to being self-reflective, they are also likely to be open, likable, 
and good-humored. Productive narcissists have perspective; they are able to detach 
themselves and laugh at their irrational needs. Although serious about achieving their 
goals, they are also playful. As leaders, they are aware of being performers. A sense of 
humor helps them maintain enough perspective and humility to keep on learning. 

The Best and Worst of Times 

As I have pointed out, narcissists thrive in chaotic times. In more tranquil times and 
places, however, even the most brilliant narcissist will seem out of place. In his short 
story The Curfew Tolls, Stephen Vincent Benét speculates on what would have happened 
to Napoléon if he had been born some 30 years earlier. Retired in prerevolutionary 
France, Napoléon is depicted as a lonely artillery major boasting to a vacationing British 
general about how he could have beaten the English in India. The point, of course, is 
that a visionary born in the wrong time can seem like a pompous buffoon. 

Historically, narcissists in large corporations have been confined to sales positions, where 
they use their persuasiveness and imagination to best effect. In settled times, the 
problematic side of the narcissistic personality usually conspires to keep narcissists in 
their place, and they can typically rise to top management positions only by starting 
their own companies or by leaving to lead upstarts. Consider Joe Nacchio, formerly in 
charge of both the business and consumer divisions of AT&T. Nacchio was a 
supersalesman and a popular leader in the mid-1990s. But his desire to create a new 
network for business customers was thwarted by colleagues who found him abrasive, 
self-promoting, and ruthlessly ambitious. 

Two years ago, Nacchio left AT&T to become CEO of Qwest, a company that is creating a 
long-distance fiber-optic cable network. Nacchio had the credibility—and charisma—to 
sell Qwest’s initial public offering to financial markets and gain a high valuation. Within a 
short space of time, he turned Qwest into an attractive target for the RBOCs, which were 
looking to move into long-distance telephony and Internet services. Such a sale would 
have given Qwest’s owners a handsome profit on their investment. But Nacchio wanted 
more. He wanted to expand—to compete with AT&T—and for that he needed local 
service. Rather than sell Qwest, he chose to make a bid himself for local telephone 
operator U.S. West, using Qwest’s highly valued stock to finance the deal. The market 
voted on this display of expansiveness with its feet—Qwest’s stock price fell 40% 
between last June, when he made the deal, and the end of the third quarter of 1999. 
(The S&P index dropped 5.7% during the same period.) 



Like other narcissists, Nacchio likes risk—and sometimes ignores the costs. But with the 
dramatic discontinuities going on in the world today, more and more large corporations 
are getting into bed with narcissists. They are finding that there is no substitute for 
narcissistic leaders in an age of innovation. Companies need leaders who do not try to 
anticipate the future so much as create it. But narcissistic leaders—even the most 
productive of them—can self-destruct and lead their organizations terribly astray. For 
companies whose narcissistic leaders recognize their limitations, these will be the best of 
times. For other companies, these could turn out to be the worst. 
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 Fromm's Fourth Personality Type Sidebar R0401J_A  

 Not long after Freud described his three personality types in 1931, psychoanalyst Erich 
Fromm proposed a fourth personality type, which has become particularly prevalent in 
today’s service economy. Fromm called this type the “marketing personality,” and it is 
exemplified by the lead character in Woody Allen’s movie Zelig, a man so governed by 
his need to be valued that he becomes exactly like the people he happens to be around. 

Marketing personalities are more detached than erotics and so are less likely to cement 
close ties. They are also less driven by conscience than obsessives. Instead, they are 
motivated by a radarlike anxiety that permeates everything they do. Because they are 
so eager to please and to alleviate this anxiety, marketing personalities excel at selling 
themselves to others. 

Unproductive marketing types lack direction and the ability to commit themselves to 
people or projects. But when productive, marketing types are good at facilitating teams 
and keeping the focus on adding value as defined by customers and colleagues. Like 
obsessives, marketing personalities are avid consumers of self-help books. Like 
narcissists, they are not wedded to the past. But marketing types generally make poor 
leaders in times of crisis. They lack the daring needed to innovate and are too 
responsive to current, rather than future, customer demands. 

 

 The Rise and Fall of a Narcissist Sidebar R0401J_B  

 The story of Jan Carlzon, the former CEO of the Scandinavian airline SAS, is an almost 
textbook example of how a narcissist’s weaknesses can cut short a brilliant career. In the 
1980s, Carlzon’s vision of SAS as the businessperson’s airline was widely acclaimed in 
the business press; management guru Tom Peters described him as a model leader. In 
1989, when I first met Carlzon and his management team, he compared the ideal 
organization to the Brazilian soccer team—in principle, there would be no fixed roles, 
only innovative plays. I asked the members of the management team if they agreed with 
this vision of an empowered front line. One vice president, a former pilot, answered no. “ 
I still believe that the best organization is the military,” he said. I then asked Carlzon for 
his reaction to that remark. “Well,” he replied, “that may be true, if your goal is to shoot 
your customers.” 

That rejoinder was both witty and dismissive; clearly, Carlzon was not engaging in a 
serious dialogue with his subordinates. Nor was he listening to other advisers. Carlzon 

 



ignored the issue of high costs, even when many observers pointed out that SAS could 
not compete without improving productivity. He threw money at expensive acquisitions 
of hotels and made an unnecessary investment in Continental Airlines just months 
before it declared bankruptcy. 

Carlzon’s story perfectly corroborates the often-recorded tendency of narcissists to 
become overly expansive—and hence isolated—at the very pinnacle of their success. 
Seduced by the flattery he received in the international press, Carlzon’s self-image 
became so enormously inflated that his feet left the ground. And given his vulnerability 
to grandiosity, he was propelled by a need to expand his organization rather than 
develop it. In due course, as Carlzon led the company deeper and deeper into losses, he 
was fired. Now he is a venture capitalist helping budding companies. And SAS has lost its 
glitter. 

 Working for a Narcissist Sidebar R0401J_C  

 Dealing with a narcissistic boss isn’t easy. You have to be prepared to look for another 
job if your boss becomes too narcissistic to let you disagree with him. But remember 
that the company is typically betting on his vision of the future—not yours. Here are a 
few tips on how to survive in the short term: 

Always empathize with your boss’s feelings, but don’t expect any empathy 
back. Look elsewhere for your own self-esteem. Understand that behind his display of 
infallibility, there hides a deep vulnerability. Praise his achievements and reinforce his 
best impulses, but don’t be shamelessly sycophantic. An intelligent narcissist can see 
through flatterers and prefers independent people who truly appreciate him. Show that 
you will protect his image, inside and outside the company. But be careful if he asks for 
an honest evaluation. What he wants is information that will help him solve a problem 
about his image. He will resent any honesty that threatens his inflated self-image and 
will likely retaliate. 

Give your boss ideas, but always let him take the credit for them. Find out what 
he thinks before presenting your views. If you believe he is wrong, show how a different 
approach would be in his best interest. Take his paranoid views seriously, don’t brush 
them aside—they often reveal sharp intuitions. Disagree only when you can demonstrate 
how he will benefit from a different point of view. 

Hone your time-management skills. Narcissistic leaders often give subordinates 
many more orders than they can possibly execute. Ignore the requests he makes that 
don’t make sense. Forget about them. He will. But be careful: carve out free time for 
yourself only when you know there’s a lull in the boss’s schedule. Narcissistic leaders feel 
free to call you at any hour of the day or night. Make yourself available, or be prepared 
to get out. 
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infallibility, there hides a deep vulnerability. Praise his achievements and reinforce his 
best impulses, but don’t be shamelessly sycophantic. An intelligent narcissist can see 
through flatterers and prefers independent people who truly appreciate him. Show that 
you will protect his image, inside and outside the company. But be careful if he asks for 
an honest evaluation. What he wants is information that will help him solve a problem 
about his image. He will resent any honesty that threatens his inflated self-image and 
will likely retaliate. 

Give your boss ideas, but always let him take the credit for them. Find out what 
he thinks before presenting your views. If you believe he is wrong, show how a different 
approach would be in his best interest. Take his paranoid views seriously, don’t brush 
them aside—they often reveal sharp intuitions. Disagree only when you can demonstrate 
how he will benefit from a different point of view. 

Hone your time-management skills. Narcissistic leaders often give subordinates 
many more orders than they can possibly execute. Ignore the requests he makes that 
don’t make sense. Forget about them. He will. But be careful: carve out free time for 
yourself only when you know there’s a lull in the boss’s schedule. Narcissistic leaders feel 
free to call you at any hour of the day or night. Make yourself available, or be prepared 
to get out. 

 

 < Back to Article  

 

Copyright © 2003 Harvard Business School Publishing. All rights reserved. 

http://harvardbusinessonline.hbsp.harvard.edu/?referral=7855
http://harvardbusinessonline.hbsp.harvard.edu/b02/en/hbr/hbrsa/includes/hbrsaGoToCurrent.jhtml;jsessionid=APXDJKVMKN0MCCTEQENB5VQKMSARWIPS
http://harvardbusinessonline.hbsp.harvard.edu/b02/en/hbr/hbrsa/includes/hbrsaGoToCurrentCustomerService.jhtml;jsessionid=APXDJKVMKN0MCCTEQENB5VQKMSARWIPS
http://harvardbusinessonline.hbsp.harvard.edu/b02/en/hbr/hbrsa/includes/hbrsaGoToCurrentSubscriberBenefits.jhtml;jsessionid=APXDJKVMKN0MCCTEQENB5VQKMSARWIPS
http://hbsp.ed4.net/prefcenter/signup.cfm


 

Click here to visit:  

 
 

  

    | January 2004 > Understanding Leadership  

  

  
 Understanding Leadership  

 Effective leaders take a personal interest in the long-term development of 
their employees, and they use tact and other social skills to encourage 
employees to achieve their best. It isn’t about being “nice” or 
“understanding”—it’s about tapping into individual motivations in the 
interest of furthering an organizationwide goal.

 

 by W.C.H. Prentice  

Although the more recent work of authors such as Abraham Zaleznik and Daniel 
Goleman has fundamentally changed the way we look at leadership, many of their 
themes were foreshadowed in W.C.H. Prentice’s 1961 article rejecting the notion of 
leadership as the exercise of power and force or the possession of extraordinary 
analytical skill. Prentice defined leadership as “the accomplishment of a goal through the 
direction of human assistants” and a successful leader as one who can understand 
people’s motivations and enlist employee participation in a way that marries individual 
needs and interests to the group’s purpose. He called for democratic leadership that 
gives employees opportunities to learn and grow—without creating anarchy. While his 
language in some passages is dated, Prentice’s observations on how leaders can 
motivate employees to support the organization’s goals are timeless, and they were 
remarkably prescient. 

 Attempts to analyze leadership tend to fail because the would-be analyst misconceives 
his task. He usually does not study leadership at all. Instead he studies popularity, 
power, showmanship, or wisdom in long-range planning. Some leaders have these 
things, but they are not of the essence of leadership. 

Leadership is the accomplishment of a goal through the direction of human assistants. 
The man who successfully marshals his human collaborators to achieve particular ends is 
a leader. A great leader is one who can do so day after day, and year after year, in a 
wide variety of circumstances. 

He may not possess or display power; force or the threat of harm may never enter into 
his dealings. He may not be popular; his followers may never do what he wishes out of 
love or admiration for him. He may not ever be a colorful person; he may never use 
memorable devices to dramatize the purposes of his group or to focus attention on his 
leadership. As for the important matter of setting goals, he may actually be a man of 
little influence, or even of little skill; as a leader he may merely carry out the plans of 
others. 

His unique achievement is a human and social one which stems from his understanding 
of his fellow workers and the relationship of their individual goals to the group goal that 
he must carry out. 

Problems and Illusions 

It is not hard to state in a few words what successful leaders do that makes them 
effective. But it is much harder to tease out the components that determine their 
success. The usual method is to provide adequate recognition of each worker’s function 
so that he can foresee the satisfaction of some major interest or motive of his in the 
carrying out of the group enterprise. Crude forms of leadership rely solely on single 
sources of satisfaction such as monetary rewards or the alleviation of fears about various 
kinds of insecurity. The task is adhered to because following orders will lead to a 
paycheck, and deviation will lead to unemployment. 

No one can doubt that such forms of motivation are effective within limits. In a 
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mechanical way they do attach the worker’s self-interest to the interest of the employer 
or the group. But no one can doubt the weaknesses of such simple techniques. Human 
beings are not machines with a single set of push buttons. When their complex 
responses to love, prestige, independence, achievement, and group membership are 
unrecognized on the job, they perform at best as automata who bring far less than their 
maximum efficiency to the task, and at worst as rebellious slaves who consciously or 
unconsciously sabotage the activities they are supposed to be furthering. 

It is ironic that our basic image of “the leader” is so often that of a military commander, 
because—most of the time, at least—military organizations are the purest example of an 
unimaginative application of simple reward and punishment as motivating devices. The 
invention in World War II of the term “snafu” (situation normal, all fouled up) merely 
epitomizes what literature about military life from Greece and Rome to the present day 
has amply recorded; namely, that in no other human endeavor is morale typically so 
poor or goldbricking and waste so much in evidence. 

In defense of the military, two observations are relevant: 

1. The military undeniably has special problems. Because men get killed and have to be 
replaced, there are important reasons for treating them uniformly and mechanically. 

2. Clarity about duties and responsibilities, as maximized by the autocratic chain of 
command, is not only essential to warfare but has undoubted importance for most group 
enterprises. In fact, any departure from an essentially military type of leadership is still 
considered in some circles a form of anarchy. 

We have all heard the cry, “somebody’s got to be the boss,” and I suppose no one would 
seriously disagree. But it is dangerous to confuse the chain of command or table of 
organization with a method of getting things done. It is instead comparable to the 
diagram of a football play which shows a general plan and how each individual 
contributes to it. 

The diagram is not leadership. By itself it has no bearing one way or another on how well 
executed the play will be. Yet that very question of effective execution is the problem of 
leadership. Rewards and threats may help each player to carry out his assignment, but 
in the long run if success is to be continuing and if morale is to survive, each player must 
not only fully understand his part and its relation to the group effort; he must also want 
to carry it out. The problem of every leader is to create these wants and to find ways to 
channel existing wants into effective cooperation. 

Relations with People 

When the leader succeeds, it will be because he has learned two basic lessons: Men are 
complex, and men are different. Human beings respond not only to the traditional carrot 
and stick used by the driver of a donkey but also to ambition, patriotism, love of the 
good and the beautiful, boredom, self-doubt, and many more dimensions and patterns of 
thought and feeling that make them men. But the strength and importance of these 
interests are not the same for every worker, nor is the degree to which they can be 
satisfied in his job. For example: 

• One man may be characterized primarily by a deep religious need but find that fact 
quite irrelevant to his daily work. 

• Another may find his main satisfactions in solving intellectual problems and never be 
led to discover how his love for chess problems and mathematical puzzles can be applied 
to his business. 

• Or still another may need a friendly, admiring relationship that he lacks at home and 
be constantly frustrated by the failure of his superior to recognize and take advantage of 
that need. 

To the extent that the leader’s circumstances and skill permit him to respond to such 
individual patterns, he will be better able to create genuinely intrinsic interest in the 
work that he is charged with getting done. And in the last analysis an ideal organization 
should have workers at every level reporting to someone whose dominion is small 
enough to enable him to know as human beings those who report to him. 

Limits of the Golden Rule 

Fortunately, the prime motives of people who live in the same culture are often very 
much alike, and there are some general motivational rules that work very well indeed. 



The effectiveness of Dale Carnegie’s famous prescriptions in his How to Win Friends and 
Influence People is a good example. Its major principle is a variation of the Golden Rule: 
“treat others as you would like to be treated.” While limited and oversimplified, such a 
rule is a great improvement over the primitive coercive approaches or the straight 
reward-for-desired-behavior approach. 

But it would be a great mistake not to recognize that some of the world’s most 
ineffective leadership comes from the “treat others as you would be treated” school. All 
of us have known unselfish people who earnestly wished to satisfy the needs of their 
fellows but who were nevertheless completely inept as executives (or perhaps even as 
friends or as husbands), because it never occurred to them that others had tastes or 
emotional requirements different from their own. We all know the tireless worker who 
recognizes no one else’s fatigue or boredom, the barroom-story addict who thinks it jolly 
to regale even the ladies with his favorite anecdotes, the devotee of public service who 
tries to win friends and influence people by offering them tickets to lectures on 
missionary work in Africa, the miserly man who thinks everyone is after money, and so 
on. 

A great leader’s unique achievement is a human and 
social one which stems from his understanding of his 

fellow workers. 

Leadership really does require more subtlety and perceptiveness than is implied in the 
saying, “Do as you would be done by.” 

The one who leads us effectively must seem to understand our goals and purposes. He 
must seem to be in a position to satisfy them; he must seem to understand the 
implications of his own actions; he must seem to be consistent and clear in his decisions. 
The word “seem” is important here. If we do not apprehend the would-be leader as one 
who has these traits, it will make no difference how able he may really be. We will still 
not follow his lead. If, on the other hand, we have been fooled and he merely seems to 
have these qualities, we will still follow him until we discover our error. In other words, it 
is the impression he makes at any one time that will determine the influence he has on 
his followers. 

Pitfalls of Perception 

For followers to recognize their leader as he really is may be as difficult as it is for him to 
understand them completely. Some of the worst difficulties in relationships between 
superiors and subordinates come from misperceiving reality. So much of what we 
understand in the world around us is colored by the conceptions and prejudices we start 
with. My view of my employer or superior may be so colored by expectations based on 
the behavior of other bosses that facts may not appear in the same way to him and to 
me. Many failures of leadership can be traced to oversimplified misperceptions on the 
part of the worker or to failures of the superior to recognize the context or frame of 
reference within which his actions will be understood by the subordinate. 

A couple of examples of psychological demonstrations from the work of S.E. Asch1 will 
illustrate this point: 

• If I describe a man as warm, intelligent, ambitious, and thoughtful, you get one kind of 
picture of him. But if I describe another person as cold, ambitious, thoughtful, and 
intelligent, you probably get a picture of a very different sort of man. Yet I have merely 
changed one word and the order of a couple of others. The kind of preparation that one 
adjective gives for those that follow is tremendously effective in determining what 
meaning will be given to them. The term “thoughtful” may mean thoughtful of others or 
perhaps rational when it is applied to a warm person toward whom we have already 
accepted a positive orientation. But as applied to a cold man the same term may mean 
brooding, calculating, plotting. We must learn to be aware of the degree to which one set 
of observations about a man may lead us to erroneous conclusions about his other 
behavior. 

An ideal organization should have workers at every 
level reporting to someone whose dominion is small 

enough to enable him to know as human beings those 
who report to him. 

• Suppose that I show two groups of observers a film of an exchange of views between 
an employer and his subordinate. The scene portrays disagreement followed by anger 



and dismissal. The blame for the difficulty will be assigned very differently by the two 
groups if I have shown one a scene of the worker earlier in a happy, loving family 
breakfast setting, while the other group has seen instead a breakfast-table scene where 
the worker snarls at his family and storms out of the house. The altercation will be 
understood altogether differently by people who have had favorable or unfavorable 
glimpses of the character in question. 

In business, a worker may perceive an offer of increased authority as a dangerous 
removal from the safety of assured, though gradual, promotion. A change in channels of 
authority or reporting, no matter how valuable in increasing efficiency, may be thought 
of as a personal challenge or affront. The introduction of a labor-saving process may be 
perceived as a threat to one’s job. An invitation to discuss company policy may be 
perceived as an elaborate trap to entice one into admitting heretical or disloyal views. A 
new fringe benefit may be regarded as an excuse not to pay higher salaries. And so on. 

Too often, the superior is entirely unprepared for these interpretations, and they seem to 
him stupid, dishonest, or perverse—or all three. But the successful leader will have been 
prepared for such responses. He will have known that many of his workers have been 
brought up to consider their employers as their natural enemies, and that habit has 
made it second nature for them to “act like an employee” in this respect and always to 
be suspicious of otherwise friendly overtures from above. 

The other side of the same situation is as bad. The habit of acting like a boss can be 
destructive, too. For instance, much resistance to modern concepts of industrial relations 
comes from employers who think such ideas pose too great a threat to the long-
established picture of themselves as business autocrats. Their image makes progress in 
labor relations difficult. 

Troubles of a Subordinate 

But another and still more subtle factor may intervene between employer and employee
—a factor that will be recognized and dealt with by successful industrial leaders. That 
factor is the psychological difficulty of being a subordinate. It is not easy to be a 
subordinate. If I take orders from another, it limits the scope of my independent decision 
and judgment; certain areas are established within which I do what he wishes instead of 
what I wish. To accept such a role without friction or rebellion, I must find in it a 
reflection of some form of order that goes beyond my own personal situation (i.e., my 
age, class, rank, and so forth), or perhaps find that the balance of dependence and 
independence actually suits my needs. These two possibilities lead to different practical 
consequences. 

For one thing, it is harder to take orders from one whom I do not consider in some sense 
superior. It is true that one of the saddest failures in practical leadership may be the 
executive who tries so hard to be one of the boys that he destroys any vestige of awe 
that his workers might have had for him, with the consequence that they begin to see 
him as a man like themselves and to wonder why they should take orders from him. An 
understanding leader will not let his workers think that he considers them inferiors, but 
he may be wise to maintain a kind of psychological distance that permits them to accept 
his authority without resentment. 

When one of two people is in a superior position and must make final decisions, he can 
hardly avoid frustrating the aims of the subordinate, at least on occasion. And frustration 
seems to lead to aggression. That is, thwarting brings out a natural tendency to fight 
back. It does not take much thwarting to build up a habit of being ready to attack or 
defend oneself when dealing with the boss. 

The situation is made worse if the organization is such that open anger toward the boss 
is unthinkable, for then the response to frustration is itself frustrated, and a vicious cycle 
is started. Suggestion boxes, grievance committees, departmental rivalries, and other 
such devices may serve as lightning rods for the day-to-day hostility engendered by the 
frustrations inherent in being a subordinate. But in the long run an effective leader will 
be aware of the need to balance dependence with independence, constraint with 
autonomy, so that the inevitable psychological consequences of taking orders do not 
loom too large. 

Better yet, he will recognize that many people are frightened by complete independence 
and need to feel the security of a system that prescribes limits to their freedom. He will 
try to adjust the amounts and kinds of freedom to fit the psychological needs of his 
subordinates. Generally this means providing a developmental program in which the 
employee can be given some sense of where he is going within the company, and the 
effective leader will make sure that the view is a realistic one. Here an analogy may be 



helpful: 

Nothing is more destructive of morale in any group situation than a phony democracy of 
the kind one finds in some families. Parents who announce that the children are going to 
participate share-and-share-alike in all decisions soon find that they cannot, in fact, let 
them, and when the program fails, the children are especially thwarted. They come to 
perceive each of the necessarily frequent decisions that are not made by vote or 
consultation as arbitrary. They develop a strong sense of injustice and rebellion. 

In industry the same conditions hold. It is no good to pretend that certain decisions can 
be made by subordinates if in fact they cannot. To make dependency tolerable, the lines 
must be clearly drawn between those decisions that are the prerogative of the superior 
and those that can be made by or in consultation with the subordinate. Once those lines 
have been drawn, it is essential not to transgress them any more often than is 
absolutely necessary. 

Ideally, the subordinate should have an area within which he is free to operate without 
anyone looking over his shoulder. The superior should clarify the goals and perhaps 
suggest alternative ways of achieving them, but the subordinate should feel free to make 
the necessary choices. That ideal may sound artificial to autocrats of “the old school,” 
and, if it does, it will mean nothing even if they give lip service to it. If the worker knows 
that the boss likes plan A, he is not going to try plan B and risk his job if it fails. If he 
knows that his job rides on every major decision, he can only play safe by identifying 
himself in every case with his superior’s views. But that makes him an automaton who 
can bring no additional intelligence to the organization nor free his superiors from any 
decisions. He earns the respect of no one—not even the boss who helped make him that 
way. 

The successful leader knows that many workers have 
been brought up to consider their employers as their 

natural enemies. 

Goals in Development 

No decision is worth the name unless it involves the balancing of risks and returns. If it 
were a sure thing, we would not need a man to use his judgment about it. Mistakes are 
inevitable. What we must expect of employees is that they learn from their mistakes, not 
that they never make them. It should be the executive’s concern to watch the long-term 
growth of his men to see that, as they learn, their successes increasingly outweigh their 
failures. 

This concept of long-run growth is a vital part of continuing leadership. Each man must 
be permitted to know that his role in the group is subject to development and that its 
development is limited only by his contributions. Especially, he must see the leader as 
the man most interested in and helpful toward his growth. It is not enough to have 
interested personnel officers or other staff people who play no role in policy making. 
Despite all the assistance they can render in technical ways, they can never take the 
place of an interest on the part of the responsible executive. 

Dealing with Tact 

At just this point, one often finds misconceptions. No sensible person wishes to make of 
the executive a substitute for father or psychiatrist or even director of personnel. His 
interest can and should be entirely impersonal and unsentimental. He might put it to the 
employee somewhat as follows: 

“There is nothing personal about this. Anyone in your post would get the same 
treatment. But as long as you work for me, I am going to see that you get every 
opportunity to use your last ounce of potential. Your growth and satisfaction are a part 
of my job. The faster you develop into a top contributor to this company, the better I will 
like it. If you see a better way to do your job, do it that way; if something is holding you 
back, come and see me about it. If you are right, you will get all the help I can give you 
plus the recognition you deserve.” 

No genuine growth of an employee will occur without some teaching. The superior must 
from time to time take cognizance of the successes and failures and make sure that the 
subordinate sees them and their consequences as he does. And at this point of 
assessment a gravely difficult aspect of leadership arises. How can criticism be 
impersonal and still effective? How can a decision or a method be criticized without the 
worker feeling that he is personally being demeaned? 



The importance of adequate communication at this point is twofold. Not only may long-
range damage be done to employee morale, but a quite specific short-range effect is 
often the employee’s failure to do what he should toward carrying out the boss’s 
alternative plan, since its failure might prove that he had been right in the first place. It 
is all too easy for a leader to produce antagonism and defensiveness by dealing 
impersonally with a problem and forgetting the human emotions and motives that are 
involved in it. 

Interestingly enough, such failures seem to happen more often in office situations than 
anywhere else, and we might well wonder if we have not tended to insulate behavior in 
management from behavior outside—in the home, for instance. We do not assume that 
an order or a memorandum is the best way of making our wishes acceptable at home. 
Most reasonably bright people learn early in life how to get others to cooperate. It is 
second nature to create a personal and emotional setting that is right for the particular 
person (e.g., wife, adult son, teenage daughter, or child) and for the particular request 
that is to be made. 

More than that, we are likely to know which aspects of, say, a vacation plan to stress to 
make it seem attractive to the wife who wants to be waited on, the son who wants to 
fish, or the daughter who wants adolescent companions. We are likely to learn, too, that 
one of these may be more readily persuaded if she has a hand in the decision-making 
process, while another wishes only to have a ready-made plan submitted for his approval 
or disdain. Indeed, we probably respond to such differences at home with very little 
thought. 

But in the office we lay aside our everyday intuitive skills in human relations and put on 
the mask of an employer or an executive. We try to handle our tasks with orders or 
directives impersonally aimed at whoever happens to be responsible for their execution, 
forgetting that effective mobilization of human resources always requires the voluntary 
participation of all. Leadership is an interaction among people. It requires followers with 
particular traits and particular skills and a leader who knows how to use them. 

Secrets of a Symphony Orchestra Conductor 

The director of an orchestra may perhaps serve as a useful model for some of the 
important relationships which run through all leadership situations: 

1. Obvious enough in this context, but not always remembered, is the fact that the men 
must have the requisite skills and training for their roles. Not all group failures are the 
boss’s fault. Toscanini could not get great music from a high-school band. 

In the office we lay aside our everyday intuitive skills in 
human relations and put on the mask of an employer or 

an executive. 

2. A psychological setting must be established for the common task. A conductor must 
set up his ground rules, his signals, and his tastes in such a way that the mechanics of 
getting a rehearsal started do not interfere with the musical purpose. Just as the 
conductor must establish agreement about promptness at rehearsals, talking or smoking 
between numbers, new versus old music, and a dozen other things that might otherwise 
come between him and his colleagues in their common aim, so every office or factory 
must have rules or customs which are clearly understood and easily followed. 

3. Most important of all, the musicians must share satisfaction with their leader in the 
production of music or of music of a certain quality. Unless they individually achieve a 
sense of accomplishment or even fulfillment, his leadership has failed and he will not 
make great music. Some distinguished conductors have been petty tyrants; others play 
poker with their musicians and become godfathers to their babies. These matters are 
essentially irrelevant. What the great conductor achieves is each instrumentalist’s 
conviction that he is taking part in the making of a kind of music that could only be 
made under such a leader. Personal qualities and mannerisms may have a secondary 
importance; they may serve as reminders, reinstating and reinforcing the vital image of 
a man with the highest musical standards. But no one can become a Toscanini by 
imitating his mannerisms. 

“Low-Pressure” Leadership 

These simple facts are often overlooked. In industry we can find endless numbers of 
executives who merely mimic the surface characteristics of some successful colleague or 



superior without ever trying to find ways to enlist the active participation of their own 
staffs by showing them ways to personal fulfillment in the common task. 

These executives take the approach that a certain type of salesman takes; and it is 
significant, I think, that the financial, manufacturing, and research staffs of many 
companies look on salesmen as a necessary evil, and would be horrified at the thought 
of bringing what they consider a “sales approach” into management. Their reason may 
never be clearly formulated, but it surely has something to do with an air of trickery and 
manipulation that surrounds some advertising, marketing, and selling. The salesmen and 
advertisers I refer to are often willing to seek and exploit a weak point in their 
customer’s defenses and make a sale even when they suspect or perhaps know that the 
customer will live to regret the purchase. 

Slick uses of social and psychological tricks can indeed result in persuading another to do 
your bidding, but they are unfit for a continuing human relationship. As every truly 
constructive salesman knows, a business transaction should benefit both buyer and 
seller. And that means finding out the needs of the customer, making sure that he 
understands them himself, and providing him with a product that will satisfy that need. 
Trained in such an approach, the salesman should be the executive par excellence, 
carrying over into administrative dealings with people what he has been using in sales. 

By contrast, the tricky, fast-talking manipulator who prides himself on outwitting his 
customers, who counts on selling a man cigarettes by playing on his vanity or selling a 
woman cosmetics by playing on her ambition, might turn into an executive with the 
same contempt for his workers that he had previously for his customers. If he enjoys 
hoodwinking his workers by playing on their motives and their interests, they will soon 
discover that they are being toyed with, and the loyalty and confidence that are an 
essential ingredient of effective leadership will be corroded away. 

Conclusion 

In the last resort, an executive must use his skills and his human insight as does an 
orchestra leader—to capture individual satisfactions in the common enterprise and to 
create fulfillment that holds the subordinate to his part. No collection of cute tricks of 
enticement or showmanship can do that for him. 

Leadership, despite what we sometimes think, consists of a lot more than just 
“understanding people,” “being nice to people,” or not “pushing other people around.” 
Democracy is sometimes thought to imply no division of authority, or to imply that 
everyone can be his own boss. Of course, that is nonsense, especially in business. But 
business leadership can be democratic in the sense of providing the maximum 
opportunity for growth to each worker without creating anarchy. 

In fact, the orderly arrangement of functions and the accurate perception of a leader’s 
role in that arrangement must always precede the development of his abilities to the 
maximum. A leader’s job is to provide that recognition of roles and functions within the 
group that will permit each member to satisfy and fulfill some major motive or interest. 

 1. “Forming Impressions of Personality,” The Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology, 1946.  
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 Understanding Leadership  

 Effective leaders take a personal interest in the long-term development of 
their employees, and they use tact and other social skills to encourage 
employees to achieve their best. It isn’t about being “nice” or 
“understanding”—it’s about tapping into individual motivations in the 
interest of furthering an organizationwide goal.

 

 by W.C.H. Prentice  

W.C.H. Prentice was formerly the president of Bryant and Stratton Business Institutes in Buffalo, New 
York, the president of Wheaton College in Norton, Massachusetts, and the dean of Swarthmore College in 
Swarthmore, Pennsylvania. He is now retired.  

Although the more recent work of authors such as Abraham Zaleznik and Daniel 
Goleman has fundamentally changed the way we look at leadership, many of their 
themes were foreshadowed in W.C.H. Prentice’s 1961 article rejecting the notion of 
leadership as the exercise of power and force or the possession of extraordinary 
analytical skill. Prentice defined leadership as “the accomplishment of a goal through the 
direction of human assistants” and a successful leader as one who can understand 
people’s motivations and enlist employee participation in a way that marries individual 
needs and interests to the group’s purpose. He called for democratic leadership that 
gives employees opportunities to learn and grow—without creating anarchy. While his 
language in some passages is dated, Prentice’s observations on how leaders can 
motivate employees to support the organization’s goals are timeless, and they were 
remarkably prescient. 

 Attempts to analyze leadership tend to fail because the would-be analyst misconceives 
his task. He usually does not study leadership at all. Instead he studies popularity, 
power, showmanship, or wisdom in long-range planning. Some leaders have these 
things, but they are not of the essence of leadership. 

Leadership is the accomplishment of a goal through the direction of human assistants. 
The man who successfully marshals his human collaborators to achieve particular ends is 
a leader. A great leader is one who can do so day after day, and year after year, in a 
wide variety of circumstances. 

He may not possess or display power; force or the threat of harm may never enter into 
his dealings. He may not be popular; his followers may never do what he wishes out of 
love or admiration for him. He may not ever be a colorful person; he may never use 
memorable devices to dramatize the purposes of his group or to focus attention on his 
leadership. As for the important matter of setting goals, he may actually be a man of 
little influence, or even of little skill; as a leader he may merely carry out the plans of 
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others. 

His unique achievement is a human and social one which stems from his understanding 
of his fellow workers and the relationship of their individual goals to the group goal that 
he must carry out. 

Problems and Illusions 

It is not hard to state in a few words what successful leaders do that makes them 
effective. But it is much harder to tease out the components that determine their 
success. The usual method is to provide adequate recognition of each worker’s function 
so that he can foresee the satisfaction of some major interest or motive of his in the 
carrying out of the group enterprise. Crude forms of leadership rely solely on single 
sources of satisfaction such as monetary rewards or the alleviation of fears about various 
kinds of insecurity. The task is adhered to because following orders will lead to a 
paycheck, and deviation will lead to unemployment. 

No one can doubt that such forms of motivation are effective within limits. In a 
mechanical way they do attach the worker’s self-interest to the interest of the employer 
or the group. But no one can doubt the weaknesses of such simple techniques. Human 
beings are not machines with a single set of push buttons. When their complex 
responses to love, prestige, independence, achievement, and group membership are 
unrecognized on the job, they perform at best as automata who bring far less than their 
maximum efficiency to the task, and at worst as rebellious slaves who consciously or 
unconsciously sabotage the activities they are supposed to be furthering. 

It is ironic that our basic image of “the leader” is so often that of a military commander, 
because—most of the time, at least—military organizations are the purest example of an 
unimaginative application of simple reward and punishment as motivating devices. The 
invention in World War II of the term “snafu” (situation normal, all fouled up) merely 
epitomizes what literature about military life from Greece and Rome to the present day 
has amply recorded; namely, that in no other human endeavor is morale typically so 
poor or goldbricking and waste so much in evidence. 

In defense of the military, two observations are relevant: 

1. The military undeniably has special problems. Because men get killed and have to be 
replaced, there are important reasons for treating them uniformly and mechanically. 

2. Clarity about duties and responsibilities, as maximized by the autocratic chain of 
command, is not only essential to warfare but has undoubted importance for most group 
enterprises. In fact, any departure from an essentially military type of leadership is still 
considered in some circles a form of anarchy. 

We have all heard the cry, “somebody’s got to be the boss,” and I suppose no one would 
seriously disagree. But it is dangerous to confuse the chain of command or table of 
organization with a method of getting things done. It is instead comparable to the 
diagram of a football play which shows a general plan and how each individual 
contributes to it. 

The diagram is not leadership. By itself it has no bearing one way or another on how well 
executed the play will be. Yet that very question of effective execution is the problem of 
leadership. Rewards and threats may help each player to carry out his assignment, but 
in the long run if success is to be continuing and if morale is to survive, each player must 
not only fully understand his part and its relation to the group effort; he must also want 
to carry it out. The problem of every leader is to create these wants and to find ways to 



channel existing wants into effective cooperation. 

Relations with People 

When the leader succeeds, it will be because he has learned two basic lessons: Men are 
complex, and men are different. Human beings respond not only to the traditional carrot 
and stick used by the driver of a donkey but also to ambition, patriotism, love of the 
good and the beautiful, boredom, self-doubt, and many more dimensions and patterns of 
thought and feeling that make them men. But the strength and importance of these 
interests are not the same for every worker, nor is the degree to which they can be 
satisfied in his job. For example: 

• One man may be characterized primarily by a deep religious need but find that fact 
quite irrelevant to his daily work. 

• Another may find his main satisfactions in solving intellectual problems and never be 
led to discover how his love for chess problems and mathematical puzzles can be applied 
to his business. 

• Or still another may need a friendly, admiring relationship that he lacks at home and 
be constantly frustrated by the failure of his superior to recognize and take advantage of 
that need. 

To the extent that the leader’s circumstances and skill permit him to respond to such 
individual patterns, he will be better able to create genuinely intrinsic interest in the 
work that he is charged with getting done. And in the last analysis an ideal organization 
should have workers at every level reporting to someone whose dominion is small 
enough to enable him to know as human beings those who report to him. 

Limits of the Golden Rule 

Fortunately, the prime motives of people who live in the same culture are often very 
much alike, and there are some general motivational rules that work very well indeed. 
The effectiveness of Dale Carnegie’s famous prescriptions in his How to Win Friends and 
Influence People is a good example. Its major principle is a variation of the Golden Rule: 
“treat others as you would like to be treated.” While limited and oversimplified, such a 
rule is a great improvement over the primitive coercive approaches or the straight 
reward-for-desired-behavior approach. 

But it would be a great mistake not to recognize that some of the world’s most 
ineffective leadership comes from the “treat others as you would be treated” school. All 
of us have known unselfish people who earnestly wished to satisfy the needs of their 
fellows but who were nevertheless completely inept as executives (or perhaps even as 
friends or as husbands), because it never occurred to them that others had tastes or 
emotional requirements different from their own. We all know the tireless worker who 
recognizes no one else’s fatigue or boredom, the barroom-story addict who thinks it jolly 
to regale even the ladies with his favorite anecdotes, the devotee of public service who 
tries to win friends and influence people by offering them tickets to lectures on 
missionary work in Africa, the miserly man who thinks everyone is after money, and so 
on. 

A great leader’s unique achievement is a human and 
social one which stems from his understanding of his 

fellow workers. 



Leadership really does require more subtlety and perceptiveness than is implied in the 
saying, “Do as you would be done by.” 

The one who leads us effectively must seem to understand our goals and purposes. He 
must seem to be in a position to satisfy them; he must seem to understand the 
implications of his own actions; he must seem to be consistent and clear in his decisions. 
The word “seem” is important here. If we do not apprehend the would-be leader as one 
who has these traits, it will make no difference how able he may really be. We will still 
not follow his lead. If, on the other hand, we have been fooled and he merely seems to 
have these qualities, we will still follow him until we discover our error. In other words, it 
is the impression he makes at any one time that will determine the influence he has on 
his followers. 

Pitfalls of Perception 

For followers to recognize their leader as he really is may be as difficult as it is for him to 
understand them completely. Some of the worst difficulties in relationships between 
superiors and subordinates come from misperceiving reality. So much of what we 
understand in the world around us is colored by the conceptions and prejudices we start 
with. My view of my employer or superior may be so colored by expectations based on 
the behavior of other bosses that facts may not appear in the same way to him and to 
me. Many failures of leadership can be traced to oversimplified misperceptions on the 
part of the worker or to failures of the superior to recognize the context or frame of 
reference within which his actions will be understood by the subordinate. 

A couple of examples of psychological demonstrations from the work of S.E. Asch1 will 
illustrate this point: 

• If I describe a man as warm, intelligent, ambitious, and thoughtful, you get one kind of 
picture of him. But if I describe another person as cold, ambitious, thoughtful, and 
intelligent, you probably get a picture of a very different sort of man. Yet I have merely 
changed one word and the order of a couple of others. The kind of preparation that one 
adjective gives for those that follow is tremendously effective in determining what 
meaning will be given to them. The term “thoughtful” may mean thoughtful of others or 
perhaps rational when it is applied to a warm person toward whom we have already 
accepted a positive orientation. But as applied to a cold man the same term may mean 
brooding, calculating, plotting. We must learn to be aware of the degree to which one set 
of observations about a man may lead us to erroneous conclusions about his other 
behavior. 

An ideal organization should have workers at every 
level reporting to someone whose dominion is small 

enough to enable him to know as human beings those 
who report to him. 

• Suppose that I show two groups of observers a film of an exchange of views between 
an employer and his subordinate. The scene portrays disagreement followed by anger 
and dismissal. The blame for the difficulty will be assigned very differently by the two 
groups if I have shown one a scene of the worker earlier in a happy, loving family 
breakfast setting, while the other group has seen instead a breakfast-table scene where 
the worker snarls at his family and storms out of the house. The altercation will be 
understood altogether differently by people who have had favorable or unfavorable 
glimpses of the character in question. 

In business, a worker may perceive an offer of increased authority as a dangerous 



removal from the safety of assured, though gradual, promotion. A change in channels of 
authority or reporting, no matter how valuable in increasing efficiency, may be thought 
of as a personal challenge or affront. The introduction of a labor-saving process may be 
perceived as a threat to one’s job. An invitation to discuss company policy may be 
perceived as an elaborate trap to entice one into admitting heretical or disloyal views. A 
new fringe benefit may be regarded as an excuse not to pay higher salaries. And so on. 

Too often, the superior is entirely unprepared for these interpretations, and they seem to 
him stupid, dishonest, or perverse—or all three. But the successful leader will have been 
prepared for such responses. He will have known that many of his workers have been 
brought up to consider their employers as their natural enemies, and that habit has 
made it second nature for them to “act like an employee” in this respect and always to 
be suspicious of otherwise friendly overtures from above. 

The other side of the same situation is as bad. The habit of acting like a boss can be 
destructive, too. For instance, much resistance to modern concepts of industrial relations 
comes from employers who think such ideas pose too great a threat to the long-
established picture of themselves as business autocrats. Their image makes progress in 
labor relations difficult. 

Troubles of a Subordinate 

But another and still more subtle factor may intervene between employer and employee
—a factor that will be recognized and dealt with by successful industrial leaders. That 
factor is the psychological difficulty of being a subordinate. It is not easy to be a 
subordinate. If I take orders from another, it limits the scope of my independent decision 
and judgment; certain areas are established within which I do what he wishes instead of 
what I wish. To accept such a role without friction or rebellion, I must find in it a 
reflection of some form of order that goes beyond my own personal situation (i.e., my 
age, class, rank, and so forth), or perhaps find that the balance of dependence and 
independence actually suits my needs. These two possibilities lead to different practical 
consequences. 

For one thing, it is harder to take orders from one whom I do not consider in some sense 
superior. It is true that one of the saddest failures in practical leadership may be the 
executive who tries so hard to be one of the boys that he destroys any vestige of awe 
that his workers might have had for him, with the consequence that they begin to see 
him as a man like themselves and to wonder why they should take orders from him. An 
understanding leader will not let his workers think that he considers them inferiors, but 
he may be wise to maintain a kind of psychological distance that permits them to accept 
his authority without resentment. 

When one of two people is in a superior position and must make final decisions, he can 
hardly avoid frustrating the aims of the subordinate, at least on occasion. And frustration 
seems to lead to aggression. That is, thwarting brings out a natural tendency to fight 
back. It does not take much thwarting to build up a habit of being ready to attack or 
defend oneself when dealing with the boss. 

The situation is made worse if the organization is such that open anger toward the boss 
is unthinkable, for then the response to frustration is itself frustrated, and a vicious cycle 
is started. Suggestion boxes, grievance committees, departmental rivalries, and other 
such devices may serve as lightning rods for the day-to-day hostility engendered by the 
frustrations inherent in being a subordinate. But in the long run an effective leader will 
be aware of the need to balance dependence with independence, constraint with 
autonomy, so that the inevitable psychological consequences of taking orders do not 
loom too large. 



Better yet, he will recognize that many people are frightened by complete independence 
and need to feel the security of a system that prescribes limits to their freedom. He will 
try to adjust the amounts and kinds of freedom to fit the psychological needs of his 
subordinates. Generally this means providing a developmental program in which the 
employee can be given some sense of where he is going within the company, and the 
effective leader will make sure that the view is a realistic one. Here an analogy may be 
helpful: 

Nothing is more destructive of morale in any group situation than a phony democracy of 
the kind one finds in some families. Parents who announce that the children are going to 
participate share-and-share-alike in all decisions soon find that they cannot, in fact, let 
them, and when the program fails, the children are especially thwarted. They come to 
perceive each of the necessarily frequent decisions that are not made by vote or 
consultation as arbitrary. They develop a strong sense of injustice and rebellion. 

In industry the same conditions hold. It is no good to pretend that certain decisions can 
be made by subordinates if in fact they cannot. To make dependency tolerable, the lines 
must be clearly drawn between those decisions that are the prerogative of the superior 
and those that can be made by or in consultation with the subordinate. Once those lines 
have been drawn, it is essential not to transgress them any more often than is 
absolutely necessary. 

Ideally, the subordinate should have an area within which he is free to operate without 
anyone looking over his shoulder. The superior should clarify the goals and perhaps 
suggest alternative ways of achieving them, but the subordinate should feel free to make 
the necessary choices. That ideal may sound artificial to autocrats of “the old school,” 
and, if it does, it will mean nothing even if they give lip service to it. If the worker knows 
that the boss likes plan A, he is not going to try plan B and risk his job if it fails. If he 
knows that his job rides on every major decision, he can only play safe by identifying 
himself in every case with his superior’s views. But that makes him an automaton who 
can bring no additional intelligence to the organization nor free his superiors from any 
decisions. He earns the respect of no one—not even the boss who helped make him that 
way. 

The successful leader knows that many workers have 
been brought up to consider their employers as their 

natural enemies. 

Goals in Development 

No decision is worth the name unless it involves the balancing of risks and returns. If it 
were a sure thing, we would not need a man to use his judgment about it. Mistakes are 
inevitable. What we must expect of employees is that they learn from their mistakes, not 
that they never make them. It should be the executive’s concern to watch the long-term 
growth of his men to see that, as they learn, their successes increasingly outweigh their 
failures. 

This concept of long-run growth is a vital part of continuing leadership. Each man must 
be permitted to know that his role in the group is subject to development and that its 
development is limited only by his contributions. Especially, he must see the leader as 
the man most interested in and helpful toward his growth. It is not enough to have 
interested personnel officers or other staff people who play no role in policy making. 
Despite all the assistance they can render in technical ways, they can never take the 
place of an interest on the part of the responsible executive. 



Dealing with Tact 

At just this point, one often finds misconceptions. No sensible person wishes to make of 
the executive a substitute for father or psychiatrist or even director of personnel. His 
interest can and should be entirely impersonal and unsentimental. He might put it to the 
employee somewhat as follows: 

“There is nothing personal about this. Anyone in your post would get the same 
treatment. But as long as you work for me, I am going to see that you get every 
opportunity to use your last ounce of potential. Your growth and satisfaction are a part 
of my job. The faster you develop into a top contributor to this company, the better I will 
like it. If you see a better way to do your job, do it that way; if something is holding you 
back, come and see me about it. If you are right, you will get all the help I can give you 
plus the recognition you deserve.” 

No genuine growth of an employee will occur without some teaching. The superior must 
from time to time take cognizance of the successes and failures and make sure that the 
subordinate sees them and their consequences as he does. And at this point of 
assessment a gravely difficult aspect of leadership arises. How can criticism be 
impersonal and still effective? How can a decision or a method be criticized without the 
worker feeling that he is personally being demeaned? 

The importance of adequate communication at this point is twofold. Not only may long-
range damage be done to employee morale, but a quite specific short-range effect is 
often the employee’s failure to do what he should toward carrying out the boss’s 
alternative plan, since its failure might prove that he had been right in the first place. It 
is all too easy for a leader to produce antagonism and defensiveness by dealing 
impersonally with a problem and forgetting the human emotions and motives that are 
involved in it. 

Interestingly enough, such failures seem to happen more often in office situations than 
anywhere else, and we might well wonder if we have not tended to insulate behavior in 
management from behavior outside—in the home, for instance. We do not assume that 
an order or a memorandum is the best way of making our wishes acceptable at home. 
Most reasonably bright people learn early in life how to get others to cooperate. It is 
second nature to create a personal and emotional setting that is right for the particular 
person (e.g., wife, adult son, teenage daughter, or child) and for the particular request 
that is to be made. 

More than that, we are likely to know which aspects of, say, a vacation plan to stress to 
make it seem attractive to the wife who wants to be waited on, the son who wants to 
fish, or the daughter who wants adolescent companions. We are likely to learn, too, that 
one of these may be more readily persuaded if she has a hand in the decision-making 
process, while another wishes only to have a ready-made plan submitted for his approval 
or disdain. Indeed, we probably respond to such differences at home with very little 
thought. 

But in the office we lay aside our everyday intuitive skills in human relations and put on 
the mask of an employer or an executive. We try to handle our tasks with orders or 
directives impersonally aimed at whoever happens to be responsible for their execution, 
forgetting that effective mobilization of human resources always requires the voluntary 
participation of all. Leadership is an interaction among people. It requires followers with 
particular traits and particular skills and a leader who knows how to use them. 

Secrets of a Symphony Orchestra Conductor 



The director of an orchestra may perhaps serve as a useful model for some of the 
important relationships which run through all leadership situations: 

1. Obvious enough in this context, but not always remembered, is the fact that the men 
must have the requisite skills and training for their roles. Not all group failures are the 
boss’s fault. Toscanini could not get great music from a high-school band. 

In the office we lay aside our everyday intuitive skills in 
human relations and put on the mask of an employer or 

an executive. 

2. A psychological setting must be established for the common task. A conductor must 
set up his ground rules, his signals, and his tastes in such a way that the mechanics of 
getting a rehearsal started do not interfere with the musical purpose. Just as the 
conductor must establish agreement about promptness at rehearsals, talking or smoking 
between numbers, new versus old music, and a dozen other things that might otherwise 
come between him and his colleagues in their common aim, so every office or factory 
must have rules or customs which are clearly understood and easily followed. 

3. Most important of all, the musicians must share satisfaction with their leader in the 
production of music or of music of a certain quality. Unless they individually achieve a 
sense of accomplishment or even fulfillment, his leadership has failed and he will not 
make great music. Some distinguished conductors have been petty tyrants; others play 
poker with their musicians and become godfathers to their babies. These matters are 
essentially irrelevant. What the great conductor achieves is each instrumentalist’s 
conviction that he is taking part in the making of a kind of music that could only be 
made under such a leader. Personal qualities and mannerisms may have a secondary 
importance; they may serve as reminders, reinstating and reinforcing the vital image of 
a man with the highest musical standards. But no one can become a Toscanini by 
imitating his mannerisms. 

“Low-Pressure” Leadership 

These simple facts are often overlooked. In industry we can find endless numbers of 
executives who merely mimic the surface characteristics of some successful colleague or 
superior without ever trying to find ways to enlist the active participation of their own 
staffs by showing them ways to personal fulfillment in the common task. 

These executives take the approach that a certain type of salesman takes; and it is 
significant, I think, that the financial, manufacturing, and research staffs of many 
companies look on salesmen as a necessary evil, and would be horrified at the thought 
of bringing what they consider a “sales approach” into management. Their reason may 
never be clearly formulated, but it surely has something to do with an air of trickery and 
manipulation that surrounds some advertising, marketing, and selling. The salesmen and 
advertisers I refer to are often willing to seek and exploit a weak point in their 
customer’s defenses and make a sale even when they suspect or perhaps know that the 
customer will live to regret the purchase. 

Slick uses of social and psychological tricks can indeed result in persuading another to do 
your bidding, but they are unfit for a continuing human relationship. As every truly 
constructive salesman knows, a business transaction should benefit both buyer and 
seller. And that means finding out the needs of the customer, making sure that he 
understands them himself, and providing him with a product that will satisfy that need. 
Trained in such an approach, the salesman should be the executive par excellence, 



carrying over into administrative dealings with people what he has been using in sales. 

By contrast, the tricky, fast-talking manipulator who prides himself on outwitting his 
customers, who counts on selling a man cigarettes by playing on his vanity or selling a 
woman cosmetics by playing on her ambition, might turn into an executive with the 
same contempt for his workers that he had previously for his customers. If he enjoys 
hoodwinking his workers by playing on their motives and their interests, they will soon 
discover that they are being toyed with, and the loyalty and confidence that are an 
essential ingredient of effective leadership will be corroded away. 

Conclusion 

In the last resort, an executive must use his skills and his human insight as does an 
orchestra leader—to capture individual satisfactions in the common enterprise and to 
create fulfillment that holds the subordinate to his part. No collection of cute tricks of 
enticement or showmanship can do that for him. 

Leadership, despite what we sometimes think, consists of a lot more than just 
“understanding people,” “being nice to people,” or not “pushing other people around.” 
Democracy is sometimes thought to imply no division of authority, or to imply that 
everyone can be his own boss. Of course, that is nonsense, especially in business. But 
business leadership can be democratic in the sense of providing the maximum 
opportunity for growth to each worker without creating anarchy. 

In fact, the orderly arrangement of functions and the accurate perception of a leader’s 
role in that arrangement must always precede the development of his abilities to the 
maximum. A leader’s job is to provide that recognition of roles and functions within the 
group that will permit each member to satisfy and fulfill some major motive or interest. 

 1. “Forming Impressions of Personality,” The Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology, 1946.  
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 The Highway of the Mind  

 by Thomas A. Stewart  

 Imagine an American visitor to Great Britain who rents a car with manual transmission 
and right-hand drive. He starts, stalls, and restarts, over and over. He is unsure where 
the center of the lane is or how far he is from other vehicles. If he inadvertently slips 
into the successful habits of a driving lifetime, he courts catastrophe. For a 
businessperson, a short spin on the highway of emotion can be similarly disorienting. 
Although businesspeople tend to be extroverts, taking a lively interest in others, by 
temperament and training they prefer action to introspection. IBM’s motto was “Think,” 
not “Feel.” 

Yet feel they must—want to or not, awkwardly or not. The landscape of emotion is more 
varied than any on earth, and the roads through it twist and turn like no other highways. 
There are very few rules of this road, but some tips can help you navigate it better. 

Emotions aren’t good or bad. They just are. You can’t stop yourself from having 
emotions. Indeed, research into cognition and consciousness by Antonio Damasio, the 
head of neurology at the University of Iowa, proves that no decision, not even the most 
seemingly cold-blooded, can be made without emotion. Emotions are a fact of life. You 
win by acknowledging them, not by denying them, and especially not by condemning 
them (or yourself) for their existence. Your followers win, too: They won’t believe or 
believe in someone who hides her anger, frustration, jealousy, or fear. So own up. “I’m 
angry. Now, why am I angry? What do I want to do about the cause of my anger?” 

You’re not the only one with an agenda. You share the road with others. Call it the 
“I syndrome”: Too often, bosses are so captivated by their own vision or so convinced by 
their own logic that they assume everybody else sees it their way. But the people around 
you also have ambitions, interests, and plans. As their leader, you’re the center of their 
hopes and their fears. If they feel you’re a road hog, you’re in trouble. Pay attention to 
what motivates them and where they want to go. Signal before you turn or change 
lanes. 

They’re watching your every move. Sometimes, Freud supposedly said, a cigar is 
just a cigar. Not for leaders. Everything a leader does is symbolic. Everything is 
amplified. “If the chairman asks for a cup of coffee,” runs an old joke at General Electric, 
“someone is liable to go out and buy Brazil.” First-time leaders in particular often fail to 
recognize that every gesture and comment rocket around the company as people try to 
figure out the new guy. Yet, while you’re always on stage, nothing is more important 
than to avoid acting. You can’t fake authenticity. 

The landscape of emotion is more varied than any on 
earth, and the roads through it twist and turn like no 

other highways. 

It’s not always about you. By all means put your heart into your work, but 
disentangle your role from your self. Sure, as you stand at the podium and address the 
throng, that’s your face projected as big as Godzilla’s on screens to either side. Sure, the 
articles in Fortune and Forbes implied that you did it all yourself or that it was all your 
fault. And it’s absolutely true that little happens without the stimulating elixir of 
leadership. But a challenge to your ideas isn’t a challenge to you. A competitor wants 
your market share, not your soul. 

You always have a choice. Alternatives may not be pleasant, but they always exist. 
You might face a choice between, say, firing someone though he is a friend or keeping 
him though he is incompetent, or between attacking boldly but at great risk or waiting 
passively in slow but certain peril—yet it is a choice. Faced with unpalatable alternatives, 
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people often panic. They see fewer possibilities than they would if they kept calm. They 
feel trapped. But you’re never trapped, really. That may be the single most empowering 
truth in all psychology: The final call is always yours.
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 The Highway of the Mind  

 by Thomas A. Stewart  

Thomas A. Stewart is the editor of Harvard Business Review and can be reached at editors@hbsp.
harvard.edu. 

 Imagine an American visitor to Great Britain who rents a car with manual transmission 
and right-hand drive. He starts, stalls, and restarts, over and over. He is unsure where 
the center of the lane is or how far he is from other vehicles. If he inadvertently slips 
into the successful habits of a driving lifetime, he courts catastrophe. For a 
businessperson, a short spin on the highway of emotion can be similarly disorienting. 
Although businesspeople tend to be extroverts, taking a lively interest in others, by 
temperament and training they prefer action to introspection. IBM’s motto was “Think,” 
not “Feel.” 

Yet feel they must—want to or not, awkwardly or not. The landscape of emotion is more 
varied than any on earth, and the roads through it twist and turn like no other highways. 
There are very few rules of this road, but some tips can help you navigate it better. 

Emotions aren’t good or bad. They just are. You can’t stop yourself from having 
emotions. Indeed, research into cognition and consciousness by Antonio Damasio, the 
head of neurology at the University of Iowa, proves that no decision, not even the most 
seemingly cold-blooded, can be made without emotion. Emotions are a fact of life. You 
win by acknowledging them, not by denying them, and especially not by condemning 
them (or yourself) for their existence. Your followers win, too: They won’t believe or 
believe in someone who hides her anger, frustration, jealousy, or fear. So own up. “I’m 
angry. Now, why am I angry? What do I want to do about the cause of my anger?” 

You’re not the only one with an agenda. You share the road with others. Call it the 
“I syndrome”: Too often, bosses are so captivated by their own vision or so convinced by 
their own logic that they assume everybody else sees it their way. But the people around 
you also have ambitions, interests, and plans. As their leader, you’re the center of their 
hopes and their fears. If they feel you’re a road hog, you’re in trouble. Pay attention to 
what motivates them and where they want to go. Signal before you turn or change 
lanes. 

They’re watching your every move. Sometimes, Freud supposedly said, a cigar is 
just a cigar. Not for leaders. Everything a leader does is symbolic. Everything is 
amplified. “If the chairman asks for a cup of coffee,” runs an old joke at General Electric, 
“someone is liable to go out and buy Brazil.” First-time leaders in particular often fail to 
recognize that every gesture and comment rocket around the company as people try to 
figure out the new guy. Yet, while you’re always on stage, nothing is more important 
than to avoid acting. You can’t fake authenticity. 
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The landscape of emotion is more varied than any on 
earth, and the roads through it twist and turn like no 

other highways. 

It’s not always about you. By all means put your heart into your work, but 
disentangle your role from your self. Sure, as you stand at the podium and address the 
throng, that’s your face projected as big as Godzilla’s on screens to either side. Sure, the 
articles in Fortune and Forbes implied that you did it all yourself or that it was all your 
fault. And it’s absolutely true that little happens without the stimulating elixir of 
leadership. But a challenge to your ideas isn’t a challenge to you. A competitor wants 
your market share, not your soul. 

You always have a choice. Alternatives may not be pleasant, but they always exist. 
You might face a choice between, say, firing someone though he is a friend or keeping 
him though he is incompetent, or between attacking boldly but at great risk or waiting 
passively in slow but certain peril—yet it is a choice. Faced with unpalatable alternatives, 
people often panic. They see fewer possibilities than they would if they kept calm. They 
feel trapped. But you’re never trapped, really. That may be the single most empowering 
truth in all psychology: The final call is always yours.
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 The Leader’s Secret Self  

 by Thomas A. Stewart  

 Special issues of HBR give us the chance to explore a big subject in two dimensions: 
first, across space, with a gathering of new articles ranged around the subject in an 
illuminating way; and second, across time, with a republication of the very best articles 
from HBR’s past—frequently the articles that helped define the topic in the first place. 

The subject at hand is leadership—in particular, the psychology of leadership. Academic 
leadership studies grew out of historians’ “great man” theories, which explain events by 
examining the role of highly influential individuals. George Washington is perhaps the 
archetype of the great man in American history. In portraits, great men (and a few 
women) are heroic, larger than life; often they’re on horseback. Their strength and 
vision inspire us. We don’t know much about what they feel, however. We don’t know 
their doubts or their secrets. We view these leaders from the outside. 

This issue of HBR is about the leader’s inner life. Intellectually, the issue grows from a 
different tradition, but one that is roughly contemporaneous with “great man” theories: 
the study of psychology, which begins in the second half of the nineteenth century with 
figures like William James and Wilhelm Wundt. Psychology found its own great men in 
Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung and worked its way into business through such people as 
Abraham Maslow, Harry Levinson, and, more recently, Manfred F.R. Kets de Vries. If 
Washington symbolizes the leader’s outward face, let Abraham Lincoln stand for his 
inner being—ambiguous, doubtful, and brooding. Even in photographs, we see Lincoln 
from within: The lineaments of his soul are etched on his skin. 

A leader gets into trouble when there’s dissonance between the inside and outside—what 
today we’d call a “disconnect.” If a single theme runs through this issue, it’s the 
importance of keeping the two aligned. Take, for example, the issue of emotional 
intelligence—a term first brought to the business mainstream in Daniel Goleman’s classic 
1998 HBR article “What Makes a Leader?” reprinted here. We’ve all known leaders with 
highly developed intellects but stunted emotions—and, wonderfully, leaders who bond 
with others in profound ways. But can emotional intelligence be learned? Can you have 
too much? How can a person compensate for weakness in emotional intelligence? We 
explore these questions and more with Goleman and over a dozen other well-known 
experts—among them, a neurologist, several CEOs, and an expert on cults. Their 
answers are fascinating and important. Every leader ought to want a more supple 
emotional intelligence, and “Leading by Feel” is a great place to begin. 

Every leader ought to be thinking about his or her own leadership development, too, and 
who better to talk about the process of becoming a leader than the man who wrote the 
book on the subject, Warren Bennis. The title of Bennis’s article, “The Seven Ages of the 
Leader,” may sound familiar: He has framed his discussion of how leaders grow by 
appealing to the “seven ages of man” speech from Shakespeare’s As You Like It, the one 
that begins “All the world’s a stage.” (Freud himself often looked to Shakespeare for an 
understanding of human nature.) That framing was a smart choice, because the Bard 
understood theater as well as psychology, and one of the biggest challenges leaders face 
is understanding how their feelings “play” on the public stage they occupy. 

There’s much more in this issue. Barbara Kellerman examines the taboo subject of 
malign leaders. Lynn Offermann presents a provocative piece on the sometimes toxic 
effects followers can have on leaders. And by all means, dig into Diane Coutu’s interview 
with Kets de Vries, a psychoanalyst and Insead professor who has devoted his career to 
analyzing CEOs. He says surprising things about how many CEOs suffer from depression 
and anxiety and struggle with control issues. He also offers a wise and hopeful 
description of the truly healthy leader—intense, passionate, responsible—the kind of 
leader we want to have, the kind of leader we want to be.
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 Special issues of HBR give us the chance to explore a big subject in two dimensions: 
first, across space, with a gathering of new articles ranged around the subject in an 
illuminating way; and second, across time, with a republication of the very best articles 
from HBR’s past—frequently the articles that helped define the topic in the first place. 

The subject at hand is leadership—in particular, the psychology of leadership. Academic 
leadership studies grew out of historians’ “great man” theories, which explain events by 
examining the role of highly influential individuals. George Washington is perhaps the 
archetype of the great man in American history. In portraits, great men (and a few 
women) are heroic, larger than life; often they’re on horseback. Their strength and 
vision inspire us. We don’t know much about what they feel, however. We don’t know 
their doubts or their secrets. We view these leaders from the outside. 

This issue of HBR is about the leader’s inner life. Intellectually, the issue grows from a 
different tradition, but one that is roughly contemporaneous with “great man” theories: 
the study of psychology, which begins in the second half of the nineteenth century with 
figures like William James and Wilhelm Wundt. Psychology found its own great men in 
Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung and worked its way into business through such people as 
Abraham Maslow, Harry Levinson, and, more recently, Manfred F.R. Kets de Vries. If 
Washington symbolizes the leader’s outward face, let Abraham Lincoln stand for his 
inner being—ambiguous, doubtful, and brooding. Even in photographs, we see Lincoln 
from within: The lineaments of his soul are etched on his skin. 

A leader gets into trouble when there’s dissonance between the inside and outside—what 
today we’d call a “disconnect.” If a single theme runs through this issue, it’s the 
importance of keeping the two aligned. Take, for example, the issue of emotional 
intelligence—a term first brought to the business mainstream in Daniel Goleman’s classic 
1998 HBR article “What Makes a Leader?” reprinted here. We’ve all known leaders with 
highly developed intellects but stunted emotions—and, wonderfully, leaders who bond 
with others in profound ways. But can emotional intelligence be learned? Can you have 
too much? How can a person compensate for weakness in emotional intelligence? We 
explore these questions and more with Goleman and over a dozen other well-known 
experts—among them, a neurologist, several CEOs, and an expert on cults. Their 
answers are fascinating and important. Every leader ought to want a more supple 
emotional intelligence, and “Leading by Feel” is a great place to begin. 

Every leader ought to be thinking about his or her own leadership development, too, and 
who better to talk about the process of becoming a leader than the man who wrote the 
book on the subject, Warren Bennis. The title of Bennis’s article, “The Seven Ages of the 
Leader,” may sound familiar: He has framed his discussion of how leaders grow by 
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appealing to the “seven ages of man” speech from Shakespeare’s As You Like It, the one 
that begins “All the world’s a stage.” (Freud himself often looked to Shakespeare for an 
understanding of human nature.) That framing was a smart choice, because the Bard 
understood theater as well as psychology, and one of the biggest challenges leaders face 
is understanding how their feelings “play” on the public stage they occupy. 

There’s much more in this issue. Barbara Kellerman examines the taboo subject of 
malign leaders. Lynn Offermann presents a provocative piece on the sometimes toxic 
effects followers can have on leaders. And by all means, dig into Diane Coutu’s interview 
with Kets de Vries, a psychoanalyst and Insead professor who has devoted his career to 
analyzing CEOs. He says surprising things about how many CEOs suffer from depression 
and anxiety and struggle with control issues. He also offers a wise and hopeful 
description of the truly healthy leader—intense, passionate, responsible—the kind of 
leader we want to have, the kind of leader we want to be.
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 The Seven Ages of the Leader  

 Each stage of leadership brings new crises and challenges. They’re 
wrenching—but knowing what to expect can help you get through them.

 

 by Warren G. Bennis  

Warren G. Bennis is a Distinguished Professor of Business Administration at the University of Southern 
California in Los Angeles. He also serves as the Thomas S. Murphy Distinguished Research Scholar at 
Harvard Business School in Boston and as chair of the Advisory Board of the Kennedy School’s Center for 
Public Leadership at Harvard University in Cambridge, Massachusetts. He is the author of more than 25 
books on leadership and change.  

 My initial plunge into leadership came during World War II. I was a lieutenant in the 
infantry, 19 years old, and scared out of my wits. My orders were to assume command 
of a platoon on the front lines in Belgium. I arrived in the middle of the night, when most 
of the men were asleep. The platoon had taken up residence in a bombed-out shell of a 
house. I was led into the kitchen by the platoon’s runner, and he offered me a bench to 
sleep on. Instead, I put my sleeping bag on the floor, next to the rest of the men. Not 
that I slept. I lay awake all night, listening to the bombs explode. I was as green as can 
be and knew little about command—or the world, for that matter. When the others in the 
house began to stir, I heard one sergeant ask another, “Who’s that?” “That’s our new 
platoon leader,” the man answered. And the sergeant said, “Good. We can use him.” 

Without realizing it, without having any idea what was the right thing to do, I had made 
a good first move. My entry had been low-key. I hadn’t come in with my new 
commission blazing. In fact, I pretended to go to sleep on the floor. As a result, without 
drawing attention to myself, I learned something important about the men I would be 
leading. I learned that they needed me—or, at least, they needed the person they would 
subsequently teach me to be. And teach me they did. Over the next few weeks in 
Belgium, my men, who had already seen combat, kept me alive. They also taught me 
how to lead, often by example. The sergeant who had greeted my arrival with approval 
became my lifeline, quite literally, teaching me such essential skills as how to ride 
through a war zone without getting blown up. 

While few business leaders need worry about being blown up, my experience in Belgium 
was in many ways typical of first leadership experiences anywhere. I was coming into an 
existing organization where emotions ran high, relationships had been established, and 
the members of the organization harbored expectations of me that I was not yet fully 
aware of. My new followers were watching me, to see if and how I would measure up. 
Every new leader faces the misgivings, misperceptions, and the personal needs and 
agendas of those who are to be led. To underestimate the importance of your first 
moves is to invite disaster. The critical entry is one of a number of passages—each of 
which has an element of personal crisis—that every leader must go through at some 
point in the course of a career. Business school doesn’t prepare you for these crises, and 
they can be utterly wrenching. But they offer powerful lessons as well. 
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Shakespeare, who seems to have learned more every time I read him, spoke of the 
seven ages of man. A leader’s life has seven ages as well, and, in many ways, they 
parallel those Shakespeare describes in As You Like It. To paraphrase, these stages can 
be described as infant, schoolboy, lover, soldier, general, statesman, and sage. One way 
to learn about leadership is to look at each of these developmental stages and consider 
the issues and crises that are typical of each. 

Major changes in the first six months will inevitably be 
perceived as arbitrary, autocratic, and unfair, as much 

for their timing as for their content. 

I can’t offer advice on how to avoid these crises because many are inevitable. Nor would 
I necessarily recommend that you avoid them, since dealing with the challenges of each 
stage prepares you for the next. But knowing what to expect can help the leader survive 
and, with luck, come through stronger and more confident. And so first to the leader on 
the verge—Shakespeare’s infant, “mewling…in the nurse’s arms.” 

The Infant Executive 

For the young man or woman on the brink of becoming a leader, the world that lies 
ahead is a mysterious, even frightening place. Few resort to mewling, but many wish 
they had the corporate equivalent of a nurse, someone to help them solve problems and 
ease the painful transition. Instead, the fortunate neophyte leader has a mentor, a 
concept that has its origins in Greek mythology. When Odysseus was about to go off to 
war, the goddess Athena created Mentor to watch over the hero’s beloved son, 
Telemachus. The fact that Mentor had the attributes of both man and woman hints at 
the richness and complexity of the relationship, suggesting a deeper bond than that of 
teacher and student. In the real world, unfortunately, goddesses don’t intervene and 
mentors seldom materialize on their own. While the popular view of mentors is that they 
seek out younger people to encourage and champion, in fact the reverse is more often 
true. The best mentors are usually recruited, and one mark of a future leader is the 
ability to identify, woo, and win the mentors who will change his or her life. 

When Robert Thomas and I interviewed two generations of leaders for our book, Geeks 
and Geezers, we met a remarkable young real-estate and Internet entrepreneur, Michael 
Klein, who had recruited his first mentor when he was only four or five years old, as 
Robert and I wrote in our Harvard Business Review article, “Crucibles of Leadership.” His 
guide was his grandfather, Max Klein, who was responsible for the paint-by-numbers 
craze that swept America in the 1950s and 1960s. The fad made Klein rich, but none of 
his children had the least interest in that business or any other. But little Michael did, 
and Max jumped at the chance to coach and counsel him, often in the course of long 
telephone conversations that continued until a few weeks before Max died. In effect, the 
older man served as a first-rate business school of one for his grandson, who became a 
multimillionaire while still in his teens. 

It may feel strange to seek a mentor even before you have the job, but it’s a good habit 
to develop early on. I was recruited as a mentor years ago while in the hospital for 
several weeks following a “coronary event.” There, I had a remarkable nurse who 
seemed to anticipate my every need. We spent hours together, often talking late into the 
night. He told me of his ambition to become a doctor, although no one in his family in 
South Central Los Angeles had ever been to college. I was won over by his character and 
drive, as well as by the superb care he gave me. When he was ready to go to medical 
school, I did all I could to help, from putting him in touch with appropriate 
administrators to giving him a glowing recommendation. He had recruited me as skillfully 



as any executive headhunter and made me one of the first members of the team he 
needed to change his life. The message for the “infant executive”? Recruit a team to 
back you up; you may feel lonely in your first top job, but you won’t be totally 
unsupported. 

The Schoolboy, with Shining Face 

The first leadership experience is an agonizing education. It’s like parenting, in that 
nothing else in life fully prepares you to be responsible, to a greater or lesser degree, for 
other people’s well-being. Worse, you have to learn how to do the job in public, 
subjected to unsettling scrutiny of your every word and act, a situation that’s profoundly 
unnerving for all but that minority of people who truly crave the spotlight. Like it or not, 
as a new leader you are always onstage, and everything about you is fair game for 
comment, criticism, and interpretation (or misinterpretation). Your dress, your spouse, 
your table manners, your diction, your wit, your friends, your children, your children’s 
table manners—all will be inspected, dissected, and judged. 

And nothing is more intense than the attention paid to your initial words and deeds, as 
any first-time presidential candidate can tell you. It’s said of psychotherapy that the first 
ten minutes between doctor and patient are the most critical, and studies show that 
friendships formed by college students during orientation are the most enduring. Social 
psychologists have found that we base our judgments of people on extremely thin slices 
of behavior. We decide whether we are in sync or out of tune with another person in as 
little as two seconds. 

So it is with leaders and organizations. Your first acts will win people over or they will 
turn people against you, sometimes permanently. And those initial acts may have a long-
lasting effect on how the group performs. It is, therefore, almost always best for the 
novice to make a low-key entry. This buys you time to gather information and to develop 
relationships wisely. It gives you an opportunity to learn the culture of the organization 
and to benefit from the wisdom of those who are already there. A quiet entry allows the 
others in the group to demonstrate what they know. And it allows you to establish that 
you are open to the contributions of others. It shows them that you are a leader, not a 
dictator. 

In retrospect, I realize that officer-candidate school had prepared me for my small 
triumph in that roofless house in Belgium. Even as the officers tried to cram all the 
survival skills we would need into four months of training, they told us again and again 
that the combat-seasoned men under our command would be our real teachers, at least 
at first. The same holds true in any organization. In the beginning, especially, your most 
talented, most seasoned, most decent followers will be the ones that keep you alive. 

When Steve Sample became president of the University of Southern California in the 
early 1990s, he did a masterful job of easing in. He went to the campus incognito at 
least twice, and during one of those visits he attended a football game and spoke to 
faculty members and students who didn’t know who he was. Those visits gave him a feel 
for the campus as it really was, not how the most assertive of his constituents wanted 
him to see it. And during his first six months, he did not make a single high-profile 
decision. He knew that the important things to be done could be deferred until the 
faculty, staff, and students were more comfortable with him and their relationships were 
more stable. Major changes in the first six months will inevitably be perceived as 
arbitrary, autocratic, and unfair, as much for their timing as for their content. 

However, it is worth noting that, no matter what your first actions are, you can influence 
other people’s image of you only to a limited extent. The people who will be working 
under your leadership will have formed an opinion about you by the time you walk into 



the office, even if they have never met you. They may love you, they may hate you, 
they may trust you or distrust you, but they’ve probably taken a stand, and their 
position may have very little to do with who you actually are. The leader often becomes 
a screen onto which followers project their own fantasies about power and relationships. 
To some degree, all leaders are created out of the needs, wants, fears, and longings of 
those who follow them. Events that predate your arrival will also shape followers’ view of 
you. In an organization that’s been through a crisis—several rounds of layoffs, say—
people are liable to assume that you’re there to clean house again and may respond with 
either open hostility or flattery in the hopes of keeping their jobs. Others may see you as 
their savior because of the bad leadership of your predecessor. Your first challenge is to 
try not to take your new followers’ assessments too personally. The second—and far 
trickier—challenge is to embrace the fact that certain elements of their assessments may 
be accurate, even if they put you in an unflattering light. 

The Lover, with a Woeful Ballad 

Shakespeare described man in his third age “sighing like furnace,” something many 
leaders find themselves doing as they struggle with the tsunami of problems every 
organization presents. For the leader who has come up through the ranks, one of the 
toughest is how to relate to former peers who now report to you. 

Shakespeare painted a compelling portrait of the problem in Henry IV, Part II. Before 
Prince Hal becomes Henry V, his relationship with the aging rogue Falstaff is that of 
student and fellow hell-raiser. For all Falstaff’s excesses, he is often Hal’s wise teacher, 
helping the future king see beyond the cloistered, narrow education traditionally afforded 
a prince to glimpse what his future subjects feel, think, and need. But when it comes 
time for Hal to assume his royal responsibilities, he rejects Falstaff, despite their having 
shared a sea of ale and the sound of “the chimes at midnight.” Henry doesn’t invite 
Falstaff to his coronation, and he pointedly tells the ribald knight, “I know thee not, old 
man.” 

Today’s leaders would instantly recognize the young king’s predicament. It’s difficult to 
set boundaries and fine-tune your working relationships with former cronies. Most 
organizations, with the exception of the military, maintain the fiction that they are at 
least semidemocracies, however autocratic they are in fact. As a modern leader, you 
don’t have the option of telling the person with whom you once shared a pod and 
lunchtime confidences that you know her not. But relationships inevitably change when a 
person is promoted from within the ranks. You may no longer be able to speak openly as 
you once did, and your friends may feel awkward around you or resent you. They may 
perceive you as lording your position over them when you’re just behaving as a leader 
should. 

One mark of a future leader is the ability to identify, 
woo, and win the mentors who will change his or her 

life. 

I know of a young executive, let’s call her Marjorie, who was recently promoted from 
middle management to head of the marketing department at a pharmaceutical company. 
One of three internal candidates for the job, she was close friends with the other two. 
Marjorie had already distinguished herself within the company, so it was no surprise that 
she got the promotion, even though she was the youngest and least experienced of the 
three. But the transition was much more difficult than she had anticipated. Her friends 
were envious. She would sometimes find herself in the awkward situation of attending an 
executive meeting at which one of her friends was criticized and then going straight to 



lunch with her. The new executive missed being able to share what she knew with her 
friends, and she missed their support. Her fellow executives had a more authoritarian 
style than she did, and some even advised her to drop her old friends, which she had no 
intention of doing. Her compromise was to try to divide her time between her new peers 
and her old. The transition was still hard, but she made a good early move: She had 
frank conversations with her friends, during which she asked them how they were feeling 
and assured them their friendships were important to her and would continue. 

However tough it was for Marjorie, she had the advantage of knowing the organization 
and its players. The challenge for the newcomer is knowing who to listen to and who to 
trust. Leaders new to an organization are swamped with claims on their time and 
attention. Often, the person who makes the most noise is the neediest person in the 
group and the one you have to be most wary of, a lesson I learned more than 50 years 
ago from the renowned psychiatrist Wilfred Bion. At the time, Bion was doing pioneering 
work in the new practice of group psychotherapy. He warned his students: Focusing your 
attention on the most clamorous of your followers will not only anger and alienate the 
healthier among them. It will distract you from working with the entire group on what 
actually matters, accomplishing a common mission. 

Knowing what to pay attention to is just as important—and just as difficult. In their 
efforts to effect change, leaders coming into new organizations are often thwarted by an 
unconscious conspiracy to preserve the status quo. Problem after problem will be 
dumped in your lap—plenty of new ones and a bulging archive of issues left unresolved 
by previous administrations—and responding to them all ensures that you will never 
have time to pursue your own agenda. When I arrived at the University of Cincinnati as 
president I was totally unprepared for the volume of issues that found their way to my 
desk, starting with the 150 pieces of mail I typically had to respond to each day. The 
cumulative effect of handling each of these small matters was to keep me from 
addressing what was truly important: articulating a vision for the university and 
persuading the rest of the community to embrace it as their own. It is at this stage that 
an inability to delegate effectively can be disastrous. 

Newcomer or not, almost all leaders find themselves at some point in the position of 
having to ask others to leave the organization—firing them, to put it bluntly. This is 
always a painful task, if only because it usually devastates the person being let go and 
because the timing is never opportune. Facing you across the desk always seems to be 
the employee who’s just delivered triplets or bought an expensive house. There’s little 
available to guide leaders on how to do this awful business in a humane way; only 
remember that you have people’s emotional lives in your hands in such circumstances as 
surely as any surgeon or lover does. 

The Bearded Soldier 

Over time, leaders grow comfortable with the role. This comfort brings confidence and 
conviction, but it also can snap the connection between leader and followers. Two things 
can happen as a result: Leaders may forget the true impact of their words and actions, 
and they may assume that what they are hearing from followers is what needs to be 
heard. 

While the first words and actions of leaders are the most closely attended to, the 
scrutiny never really ends. Followers continue to pay close attention to even the most 
offhand remark, and the more effective the leader is the more careful he or she must be, 
because followers may implement an idea that was little more than a passing thought. 
Forget this and you may find yourself in some less dramatic version of the situation King 
Henry II did when he muttered, of Thomas à Becket, “Will no one rid me of this 



meddlesome priest?” and four of his nobles promptly went out and murdered the cleric. 
Many modern-day Henrys have mused along the lines of, “We should be looking at our 
technology strategy,” only to be confronted a few months later with thick PowerPoint 
presentations and a hefty consulting bill. 

Followers don’t tell leaders everything. I know of an executive I’ll call Christine who had 
a close working relationship with the rest of her group. The department hummed along 
productively until the day one of her top performers, Joseph, showed up at her door, 
looking uncomfortable. He told her he’d been offered a job at another company and was 
planning to take it. The timing was terrible; the group was headed toward a major 
product launch. And Christine was stunned, because she and Joseph were friends and he 
had never expressed dissatisfaction with his position or the company. Why hadn’t he told 
her he wanted a new opportunity? She would have created a job especially for him, and 
she told him as much. Unfortunately, it was too late. The fact is, however close Christine 
and Joseph were, she was still in charge, and few employees tell their bosses when 
they’ve talked to a headhunter. And because Christine and Joseph liked each other and 
had fun working together, she’d assumed he was satisfied. 

A second challenge for leaders in their ascendancy is to nurture those people whose 
stars may shine as brightly as—or even brighter than—the leaders’ own. In many ways, 
this is the real test of character for a leader. Many people cannot resist using a 
leadership position to thwart competition. I heard recently about an executive who had 
been well liked by his bosses and peers until he was promoted to head a division. Then 
those under him began to grumble about his management style, and it wasn’t just sour 
grapes. His latest promotion had been a stretch, and he may have felt, for the first time 
in his career, vulnerable. Shortly thereafter, his employees began to notice that he was 
taking credit for their ideas and was bad-mouthing some of them behind their backs. 
When confronted about his behavior, he seemed genuinely surprised and protested that 
he was doing no such thing. Perhaps he was unconsciously trying to sabotage those 
under him to prop himself up. But those who reported to him began to leave, one by 
one. After a year, his reputation was such that nobody wanted to work with him, and he 
was asked to leave. 

In contrast, authentic leaders are generous. They’re human and may experience the 
occasional pang at watching someone accomplish something they cannot. But they are 
always willing—even anxious—to hire people who are better than they are, in part 
because they know that highly talented underlings can help them shine. Many of the 
greatest leaders of our times, including the Manhattan Project’s J. Robert Oppenheimer, 
Xerox PARC’s Bob Taylor, and even Walt Disney, had healthy enough egos to surround 
themselves with people who had the potential to steal their jobs. 

The General, Full of Wise Saws 

One of the greatest challenges a leader faces at the height of his or her career is not 
simply allowing people to speak the truth but actually being able to hear it. Once again, 
Shakespeare proves instructive. In Julius Caesar, that brilliant study of failed 
management, Caesar goes to the forum on the ides of March apparently unaware that he 
will die there. How could he not have known that something dreadful was going to 
happen on that inauspicious day? The soothsayer warns him to “beware the ides of 
March.” There are signs of impending evil that any superstitious Roman would have been 
able to read, including an owl hooting during the day and a lion running through the 
streets. And then there is the awful dream that makes Calpurnia, Caesar’s loving wife, 
beg him to stay home. She dreams that his statue gushed blood like a fountain with a 
hundred spouts. Shouldn’t that have been clear enough for a military genius used to 
amassing and evaluating intelligence? If not, consider that Artemidorus, a teacher in 



Rome, actually writes down the names of the conspirators and tries three times to thrust 
the note of alarm into Caesar’s hand, the last time seconds before Brutus and the gang 
fall upon him. 

Caesar’s deafness is caused as much by arrogance as anything else, and he is hardly the 
only leader to be so afflicted. Like many CEOs and other leaders, movie mogul Darryl F. 
Zanuck was notorious for his unwillingness to hear unpleasant truths. He was said to 
bark, “Don’t say yes until I finish talking!” which no doubt stifled many a difference of 
opinion. A more current example can be seen in Howell Raines, the deposed executive 
editor of the New York Times. Among the many ways he blocked the flow of information 
upward was to limit the pool of people he championed and, thus, the number of people 
he listened to. Raines was notorious for having a small A-list of stars and a large B-list 
made up of everyone else. Even if Raines’s division of the staff had been fair, which it 
certainly was not in the case of now-disgraced reporter Jayson Blair, the two-tier system 
was unwise and ultimately a career ender for Raines. He had so alienated the vast 
majority of people in the newsroom who knew what Blair was up to that they didn’t even 
bother to warn him of the train wreck ahead, and he refused to believe the few who did 
speak up. The attitude of Raines and his managing editor, Gerald Boyd, was that their 
way was the only way. When a distinguished reporter dared to point out an error Boyd 
had made, Boyd literally handed him a coin and told him to call the Los Angeles Times 
about a job. The reporter promptly did, quitting the New York Times for the West Coast 
paper. 

But the episode most clearly recalls Caesar’s situation in that Raines seemed genuinely 
surprised when he was forced out in the summer of 2003. He had no doubt read Ken 
Auletta’s lengthy profile of him that ran in the New Yorker in 2002, showing that Raines 
was widely perceived as arrogant. And he should have been a good enough newsman to 
be able to tell the difference between acceptance and angry silence on the part of those 
who worked for him. Arrogance kept Raines from building the alliances and coalitions 
that every leader needs. When Blair’s journalistic crimes and misdemeanors came to 
light, there weren’t enough people on the A-list to save Raines’s professional life. 
Authentic leaders, by contrast, don’t have what people in the Middle East called “tired 
ears.” Their egos are not so fragile that they are unable to bear the truth, however harsh
—not because they are saints but because it is the surest way to succeed and survive. 

The real test of character for a leader is to nurture 
those people whose stars may shine as brightly as—or 

even brighter than—the leader’s own. 

I’ve mentioned the wisdom of avoiding major change in the early months in a new 
position. At this stage, the challenge is different, because leaders further along in their 
careers are frequently brought in with a specific mandate to bring about change, and 
their actions have a direct and immediate impact on an organization’s long-term 
fortunes. Hesitation can be disastrous. However, you still need to understand the mood 
and motivations of the people already in the company before taking action. 

I wish I’d understood that when I arrived at the University of Cincinnati in 1971 with a 
mandate to transform the university from a local institution into a state one—a goal that 
was by no means widely shared among the faculty or, for that matter, the citizens of 
Cincinnati. One longtime university board member had warned me to keep a low profile 
until I had a better grasp of the conservative community and the people in it were more 
comfortable with me. I chose to ignore his wise counsel, believing that broad exposure of 
the university and, by extension, myself would benefit my cause. As a result, I accepted 
an invitation to host a weekly television show. Worse, the title of the show was Bennis! 



The exclamation point still makes me cringe. I might have been perceived as an arrogant 
outsider come to save the provinces under any circumstances, but Bennis! guaranteed 
that I would be viewed that way. That perception (all but indelible, as early perceptions 
tend to be) made it much harder to realize my vision for the university. 

The corporate world is filled with stories of leaders who failed to achieve greatness 
because they failed to understand the context they were working in or get the support of 
their underlings. Look at Durk Jager, who lasted less than a year and a half at Procter & 
Gamble. Critics accused him of trying to change the company too much, too fast. But 
what Jager couldn’t do was sell his vision of a transformed P&G to its staff and other 
stakeholders. His very able successor, A.G. Lafley, seemed at first to back off from 
Jager’s commitment to “stretch and speed,” but in fact Lafley has been able to bring 
about change every bit as radical as any Jager spoke of, including going outside the 
company for new ideas, a reversal of P&G’s traditional “invented here” philosophy. How 
did Lafley manage? “I didn’t attack,“ he told BusinessWeek. “I avoided saying P&G 
people are bad…I preserved the core of the culture and pulled people where I wanted to 
go. I enrolled them in change. I didn’t tell them.” 

Another model for doing it right is Carly Fiorina. She took over Hewlett-Packard with at 
least three strikes against her—she was a woman, she was an outsider, and she wasn’t 
an engineer. And the person who chose to battle her was none other than the son of a 
company founder and thus tradition incarnate—Walter Hewlett. But Fiorina cleverly 
honored the company’s illustrious past, even as she prepared for change, including the 
merger with Compaq. Her first annual report included a vision statement that starts with 
the word “Invent,” paying homage to the pioneering spirit that created HP while 
simultaneously rewriting the “rules of the garage.” She also appreciated the gravity of 
the threat presented by Walter Hewlett and systematically buttressed her support among 
the other members of her board. When the moment came, the majority of the members 
took action and removed Hewlett from the HP board. Time will tell how successful the 
Compaq deal will be, but Dr. Bion would have given Fiorina an A. She didn’t overreact to 
Walter Hewlett—she didn’t attack him, nor did she spend too much time trying to 
address his concerns. Instead, she stayed her course and kept the focus of all her 
stakeholders on what was truly important. 

The Statesman, with Spectacles on Nose 

Shakespeare’s sixth age covers the years in which a leader’s power begins to wane. But 
far from being the buffoon suggested by Shakespeare’s description of a “lean and 
slippered pantaloon,” the leader in this stage is often hard at work preparing to pass on 
his or her wisdom in the interest of the organization. The leader may also be called upon 
to play important interim roles, bolstered by the knowledge and perception that come 
with age and experience and without the sometimes distracting ambition that 
characterizes early career. 

One of the gratifying roles that people in late career can play is the leadership equivalent 
of a pinch hitter. When New York Times publisher Arthur Sulzberger, Jr., needed 
someone to stop the bleeding at the newspaper after the Blair debacle, he invited Howell 
Raines’s predecessor, Joseph Lelyveld, to serve as interim editor. The widely respected 
journalist was an ideal choice, one who was immediately able to apply a career’s worth 
of experience to the newspaper’s crisis and whose tenure was unsullied by any desire to 
keep the job for the long term. 

Consider, too, the head of a government agency who had chosen to retire from his 
leadership position because he had accomplished all his goals and was tired of the 
politics associated with his job. When an overseas office needed an interim leader, he 



was willing to step into the job and postpone retirement. He was able to perform an 
even better job than a younger person might have, not only because he brought a 
lifetime’s worth of knowledge and experience but also because he didn’t have to waste 
time engaging in the political machinations often needed to advance a career. 

The Sage, Second Childishness 

As I’ve pointed out, mentoring has tremendous value to a young executive. The value 
accrues to the mentor as well. Mentoring is one of the great joys of a mature career, the 
professional equivalent of having grandchildren. It is at this time that the drive to 
prepare the next generation for leadership becomes a palpable ache. I wrote earlier of 
my relationship with a young nurse who had ambitions to become a doctor. Clearly, the 
young man benefited from our relationship, but so did I. I learned about the true nature 
of mentoring, about its inevitable reciprocity and the fact that finding and cementing a 
relationship with a mentor is not a form of fawning but the initiation of a valuable 
relationship for both individuals. My respect for my former nurse only grew over the 
years. When he graduated near the top of his class from the University of Southern 
California Medical School, I was there to watch. 

When you mentor, you know that what you have achieved will not be lost, that you are 
leaving a professional legacy for future generations. Just as my nurse clearly stood to 
benefit from our relationship, entrepreneur Michael Klein was indebted to his 
grandfather, Max. But imagine the joy Max must have felt at being able to share the 
wisdom he acquired over a lifetime as a creative businessman. The reciprocal benefits of 
such bonds are profound, amounting to much more than warm feelings on both sides. 
Mentoring isn’t a simple exchange of information. Neuroscientist Robert Sapolsky lived 
among wild baboons and found that alliances between old and young apes were an 
effective strategy for survival. Older males that affiliated with younger males lived 
longer, healthier lives than their unallied peers. Whether ape or human, individuals in a 
mentoring relationship exchange invaluable, often subtle information. The elder partner 
stays plugged into an ever-changing world, while the younger partner can observe what 
does and doesn’t work as the elder partner negotiates the tricky terrain of aging. 

When we compared older and younger leaders for Geeks and Geezers, we found that the 
ruling quality of leaders, adaptive capacity, is what allows true leaders to make the 
nimble decisions that bring success. Adaptive capacity is also what allows some people 
to transcend the setbacks and losses that come with age and to reinvent themselves 
again and again. Shakespeare called the final age of man “second childishness.” But for 
those fortunate enough to keep their health, and even for those not as fortunate, age 
today is neither end nor oblivion. Rather, it is the joyous rediscovery of childhood at its 
best. It is waking up each morning ready to devour the world, full of hope and promise. 
It lacks nothing but the tawdrier forms of ambition that make less sense as each day 
passes.
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