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The classical view says that the manager organizes, coordinates, 

plans, and controls; the facts suggest otherwise.
If you ask managers what they do, they will
most likely tell you that they plan, organize,
coordinate, and control. Then watch what
they do. Don’t be surprised if you can’t relate
what you see to these words.

When a manager is told that a factory has
just burned down and then advises the caller
to see whether temporary arrangements can
be made to supply customers through a for-
eign subsidiary, is that manager planning, or-
ganizing, coordinating, or controlling? How
about when he or she presents a gold watch to
a retiring employee? Or attends a conference
to meet people in the trade and returns with
an interesting new product idea for employees
to consider?

These four words, which have dominated
management vocabulary since the French in-
dustrialist Henri Fayol first introduced them in
1916, tell us little about what managers actu-
ally do. At best, they indicate some vague ob-
jectives managers have when they work.

The field of management, so devoted to
progress and change, has for more than half a

century not seriously addressed the basic ques-
tion: What do managers do? Without a proper
answer, how can we teach management? How
can we design planning or information sys-
tems for managers? How can we improve the
practice of management at all?

Our ignorance of the nature of managerial
work shows up in various ways in the modern
organization—in boasts by successful manag-
ers who never spent a single day in a manage-
ment training program; in the turnover of cor-
porate planners who never quite understood
what it was the manager wanted; in the com-
puter consoles gathering dust in the back room
because the managers never used the fancy on-
line MIS some analyst thought they needed.
Perhaps most important, our ignorance shows
up in the inability of our large public organiza-
tions to come to grips with some of their most
serious policy problems.

Somehow, in the rush to automate produc-
tion, to use management science in the func-
tional areas of marketing and finance, and to
apply the skills of the behavioral scientist to
il 1990 page 1
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the problem of worker motivation, the man-
ager—the person in charge of the organization
or one of its subunits—has been forgotten.

I intend to break the reader away from
Fayol’s words and introduce a more support-
able and useful description of managerial
work. This description derives from my review
and synthesis of research on how various man-
agers have spent their time.

In some studies, managers were observed
intensively; in a number of others, they kept
detailed diaries; in a few studies, their records
were analyzed. All kinds of managers were
studied—foremen, factory supervisors, staff
managers, field sales managers, hospital ad-
ministrators, presidents of companies and na-
tions, and even street gang leaders. These
“managers” worked in the United States, Can-
ada, Sweden, and Great Britain.

A synthesis of these findings paints an inter-
esting picture, one as different from Fayol’s
classical view as a cubist abstract is from a Re-
naissance painting. In a sense, this picture will
be obvious to anyone who has ever spent a day
in a manager’s office, either in front of the
desk or behind it. Yet, at the same time, this
picture throws into doubt much of the folklore
that we have accepted about the manager’s
work.

Folklore and Facts About 
Managerial Work
There are four myths about the manager’s job
that do not bear up under careful scrutiny of
the facts.

Folklore: The manager is a reflective, system-
atic planner. The evidence on this issue is over-
whelming, but not a shred of it supports this
statement.

Fact: Study after study has shown that man-
agers work at an unrelenting pace, that their ac-
tivities are characterized by brevity, variety, and
discontinuity, and that they are strongly oriented
to action and dislike reflective activities. Con-
sider this evidence:

Half the activities engaged in by the five
chief executives of my study lasted less than
nine minutes, and only 10% exceeded one
hour.1 A study of 56 U.S. foremen found that
they averaged 583 activities per eight-hour
shift, an average of 1 every 48 seconds.2 The
work pace for both chief executives and fore-
men was unrelenting. The chief executives
met a steady stream of callers and mail from

the moment they arrived in the morning until
they left in the evening. Coffee breaks and
lunches were inevitably work related, and
ever-present subordinates seemed to usurp any
free moment.

A diary study of 160 British middle and top
managers found that they worked without in-
terruption for a half hour or more only about
once every two days.3

Of the verbal contacts the chief executives
in my study engaged in, 93% were arranged on
an ad hoc basis. Only 1% of the executives’
time was spent in open-ended observational
tours. Only 1 out of 368 verbal contacts was un-
related to a specific issue and could therefore
be called general planning. Another researcher
found that “in not one single case did a man-
ager report obtaining important external infor-
mation from a general conversation or other
undirected personal communication.”4

Is this the planner that the classical view de-
scribes? Hardly. The manager is simply re-
sponding to the pressures of the job. I found
that my chief executives terminated many of
their own activities, often leaving meetings be-
fore the end, and interrupted their desk work
to call in subordinates. One president not only
placed his desk so that he could look down a
long hallway but also left his door open when
he was alone—an invitation for subordinates
to come in and interrupt him.

Clearly, these managers wanted to encour-
age the flow of current information. But more
significantly, they seemed to be conditioned by
their own work loads. They appreciated the
opportunity cost of their own time, and they
were continually aware of their ever-present
obligations—mail to be answered, callers to at-
tend to, and so on. It seems that a manager is
always plagued by the possibilities of what
might be done and what must be done.

When managers must plan, they seem to do
so implicitly in the context of daily actions, not
in some abstract process reserved for two
weeks in the organization’s mountain retreat.
The plans of the chief executives I studied
seemed to exist only in their heads—as flexi-
ble, but often specific, intentions. The tradi-
tional literature notwithstanding, the job of
managing does not breed reflective planners;
managers respond to stimuli, they are condi-
tioned by their jobs to prefer live to delayed ac-
tion.

Folklore: The effective manager has no regu-
il 1990 page 2
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How often can you work 

for a half an hour 

without interruption?
lar duties to perform. Managers are constantly
being told to spend more time planning and
delegating and less time seeing customers and
engaging in negotiations. These are not, after
all, the true tasks of the manager. To use the
popular analogy, the good manager, like the
good conductor, carefully orchestrates every-
thing in advance, then sits back, responding
occasionally to an unforeseeable exception.
But here again the pleasant abstraction just
does not seem to hold up.

Fact: Managerial work involves performing a
number of regular duties, including ritual and
ceremony, negotiations, and processing of soft in-
formation that links the organization with its en-
vironment. Consider some evidence from the
research:

A study of the work of the presidents of
small companies found that they engaged in
routine activities because their companies
could not afford staff specialists and were so
thin on operating personnel that a single ab-
sence often required the president to substi-
tute.5

One study of field sales managers and an-
other of chief executives suggest that it is a
natural part of both jobs to see important cus-
tomers, assuming the managers wish to keep
those customers.6

Someone, only half in jest, once described
the manager as the person who sees visitors so
that other people can get their work done. In
my study, I found that certain ceremonial du-
ties—meeting visiting dignitaries, giving out
gold watches, presiding at Christmas dinners—
were an intrinsic part of the chief executive’s
job.

Studies of managers’ information flow sug-
gest that managers play a key role in securing
“soft” external information (much of it avail-
able only to them because of their status) and
in passing it along to their subordinates.

Folklore: The senior manager needs aggre-
gated information, which a formal management
information system best provides. Not too long
ago, the words total information system were
everywhere in the management literature. In
keeping with the classical view of the manager
as that individual perched on the apex of a reg-
ulated, hierarchical system, the literature’s
manager was to receive all important informa-
tion from a giant, comprehensive MIS.

But lately, these giant MIS systems are not
working—managers are simply not using

them. The enthusiasm has waned. A look at
how managers actually process information
makes it clear why.

Fact: Managers strongly favor verbal media,
telephone calls and meetings, over documents.
Consider the following:

In two British studies, managers spent an
average of 66% and 80% of their time in verbal
(oral) communication.7 In my study of five
American chief executives, the figure was 78%.

These five chief executives treated mail pro-
cessing as a burden to be dispensed with. One
came in Saturday morning to process 142
pieces of mail in just over three hours, to “get
rid of all the stuff.” This same manager looked
at the first piece of “hard” mail he had re-
ceived all week, a standard cost report, and put
it aside with the comment, “I never look at
this.”

These same five chief executives responded
immediately to 2 of the 40 routine reports
they received during the five weeks of my
study and to 4 items in the 104 periodicals.
They skimmed most of these periodicals in sec-
onds, almost ritualistically. In all, these chief
executives of good-sized organizations initi-
ated on their own—that is, not in response to
something else—a grand total of 25 pieces of
mail during the 25 days I observed them.

An analysis of the mail the executives re-
ceived reveals an interesting picture—only
13% was of specific and immediate use. So now
we have another piece in the puzzle: not much
of the mail provides live, current informa-
tion—the action of a competitor, the mood of
a government legislator, or the rating of last
night’s television show. Yet this is the informa-
tion that drove the managers, interrupting
their meetings and rescheduling their work-
days.

Consider another interesting finding. Man-
agers seem to cherish “soft” information, espe-
cially gossip, hearsay, and speculation. Why?
The reason is its timeliness; today’s gossip may
be tomorrow’s fact. The manager who misses
the telephone call revealing that the com-
pany’s biggest customer was seen golfing with
a main competitor may read about a dramatic
drop in sales in the next quarterly report. But
then it’s too late.

To assess the value of historical, aggregated,
“hard” MIS information, consider two of the
manager’s prime uses for information—to
identify problems and opportunities8 and to
il 1990 page 3
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Today’s gossip may be 

tomorrow’s fact—that’s 

why managers cherish 

hearsay.
build mental models (e.g., how the organiza-
tion’s budget system works, how customers
buy products, how changes in the economy af-
fect the organization). The evidence suggests
that the manager identifies decision situations
and builds models not with the aggregated ab-
stractions an MIS provides but with specific
tidbits of data.

Consider the words of Richard Neustadt,
who studied the information-collecting habits
of Presidents Roosevelt, Truman, and Eisen-
hower: “It is not information of a general sort
that helps a President see personal stakes; not
summaries, not surveys, not the bland amal-
gams. Rather…it is the odds and ends of tangi-
ble detail that pieced together in his mind illu-
minate the underside of issues put before him.
To help himself he must reach out as widely as
he can for every scrap of fact, opinion, gossip,
bearing on his interests and relationships as
President. He must become his own director of
his own central intelligence.”9

The manager’s emphasis on this verbal
media raises two important points. First, ver-
bal information is stored in the brains of peo-
ple. Only when people write this information
down can it be stored in the files of the organi-
zation—whether in metal cabinets or on mag-
netic tape—and managers apparently do not
write down much of what they hear. Thus the
strategic data bank of the organization is not
in the memory of its computers but in the
minds of its managers.

Second, managers’ extensive use of verbal
media helps to explain why they are reluctant
to delegate tasks. It is not as if they can hand a
dossier over to subordinates; they must take
the time to “dump memory”—to tell subordi-
nates all about the subject. But this could take
so long that managers may find it easier to do
the task themselves. Thus they are damned by
their own information system to a “dilemma
of delegation”—to do too much or to delegate
to subordinates with inadequate briefing.

Folklore: Management is, or at least is quickly
becoming, a science and a profession. By almost
any definition of science and profession, this
statement is false. Brief observation of any
manager will quickly lay to rest the notion that
managers practice a science. A science involves
the enaction of systematic, analytically deter-
mined procedures or programs. If we do not
even know what procedures managers use,
how can we prescribe them by scientific analy-

sis? And how can we call management a pro-
fession if we cannot specify what managers are
to learn? For after all, a profession involves
“knowledge of some department of learning or
science” (Random House Dictionary).10

Fact: The managers’ programs—to schedule
time, process information, make decisions, and
so on—remain locked deep inside their brains.
Thus, to describe these programs, we rely on
words like judgment and intuition, seldom stop-
ping to realize that they are merely labels for
our ignorance.

I was struck during my study by the fact
that the executives I was observing—all very
competent—are fundamentally indistinguish-
able from their counterparts of a hundred
years ago (or a thousand years ago). The infor-
mation they need differs, but they seek it in
the same way—by word of mouth. Their deci-
sions concern modern technology, but the pro-
cedures they use to make those decisions are
the same as the procedures used by nineteenth
century managers. Even the computer, so im-
portant for the specialized work of the organi-
zation, has apparently had no influence on the
work procedures of general managers. In fact,
the manager is in a kind of loop, with increas-
ingly heavy work pressures but no aid forth-
coming from management science.

Considering the facts about managerial
work, we can see that the manager’s job is
enormously complicated and difficult. Manag-
ers are overburdened with obligations yet can-
not easily delegate their tasks. As a result, they
are driven to overwork and forced to do many
tasks superficially. Brevity, fragmentation, and
verbal communication characterize their
work. Yet these are the very characteristics of
managerial work that have impeded scientific
attempts to improve it. As a result, manage-
ment scientists have concentrated on the spe-
cialized functions of the organization, where it
is easier to analyze the procedures and quan-
tify the relevant information.11

But the pressures of a manager’s job are be-
coming worse. Where before managers needed
to respond only to owners and directors, now
they find that subordinates with democratic
norms continually reduce their freedom to
issue unexplained orders, and a growing num-
ber of outside influences (consumer groups,
government agencies, and so on) demand at-
tention. Managers have had nowhere to turn
for help. The first step in providing such help is
il 1990 page 4
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to find out what the manager’s job really is.

Back to a Basic Description of 
Managerial Work
Earlier, I defined the manager as that person
in charge of an organization or subunit. Be-
sides CEOs, this definition would include vice
presidents, bishops, foremen, hockey coaches,
and prime ministers. All these “managers” are
vested with formal authority over an organi-
zational unit. From formal authority comes
status, which leads to various interpersonal re-
lations, and from these comes access to infor-
mation. Information, in turn, enables the
manager to make decisions and strategies for
the unit.

The manager’s job can be described in
terms of various “roles,” or organized sets of
behaviors identified with a position. My de-
scription, shown in “The Manager’s Roles,”
comprises ten roles. As we shall see, formal au-
thority gives rise to the three interpersonal

roles, which in turn give rise to the three infor-
mational roles; these two sets of roles enable
the manager to play the four decisional roles.

Interpersonal Roles
Three of the manager’s roles arise directly
from formal authority and involve basic inter-
personal relationships. First is the figurehead
role. As the head of an organizational unit,
every manager must perform some ceremo-
nial duties. The president greets the touring
dignitaries. The foreman attends the wedding
of a lathe operator. The sales manager takes
an important customer to lunch.

The chief executives of my study spent 12%
of their contact time on ceremonial duties; 17%
of their incoming mail dealt with acknowledg-
ments and requests related to their status. For
example, a letter to a company president re-
quested free merchandise for a crippled
schoolchild; diplomas that needed to be signed
were put on the desk of the school superinten-
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detailed log of his activities. Carlson’s re-
sults are reported in his book Executive Be-

haviour. A number of British researchers, 
notably Rosemary Stewart, have subse-
quently used Carlson’s method. In Man-

agers and Their Jobs, she describes the 
study of 160 top and middle managers of 
British companies.

• Leonard Sayles’s book Managerial Behav-

ior is another important reference. Using 
a method he refers to as “anthropologi-
cal,” Sayles studied the work content of 
middle and lower level managers in a 
large U.S. corporation. Sayles moved 
freely in the company, collecting what-
ever information struck him as impor-
tant.

• Perhaps the best-known source is Presi-

dential Power, in which Richard Neustadt 
analyzes the power and managerial be-
havior of Presidents Roosevelt, Truman, 
and Eisenhower. Neustadt used second-
ary sources—documents and interviews 
with other parties.

• Robert H. Guest, in Personnel, reports on 
a study of the foreman’s working day. 
Fifty-six U.S. foremen were observed and 
each of their activities recorded during 

one eight-hour shift.
• Richard C. Hodgson, Daniel J. Levinson, 

and Abraham Zaleznik studied a team of 
three top executives of a U.S. hospital. 
From that study they wrote The Executive 

Role Constellation. They addressed the way 
in which work and socioemotional roles 
were divided among the three managers.

• William F. Whyte, from his study of a 
street gang during the Depression, wrote 
Street Corner Society. His findings about 
the gang’s workings and leadership, 
which George C. Homans analyzed in The 

Human Group, suggest interesting simi-
larities of job contents between street 
gang leaders and corporate managers.
My own study involved five American 

CEOs of middle- to large-sized organiza-
tions—a consulting firm, a technology com-
pany, a hospital, a consumer goods com-
pany, and a school system. Using a method 
called “structural observation,” during one 
intensive week of observation for each exec-
utive, I recorded various aspects of every 
piece of mail and every verbal contact. In 
all, I analyzed 890 pieces of incoming and 
outgoing mail and 368 verbal contacts.
il 1990 page 5
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Duties that involve interpersonal roles may

sometimes be routine, involving little serious
communication and no important decision
making. Nevertheless, they are important to
the smooth functioning of an organization and
cannot be ignored.

Managers are responsible for the work of
the people of their unit. Their actions in this
regard constitute the leader role. Some of
these actions involve leadership directly—for
example, in most organizations the managers
are normally responsible for hiring and train-
ing their own staff.

In addition, there is the indirect exercise of
the leader role. For example, every manager
must motivate and encourage employees,
somehow reconciling their individual needs
with the goals of the organization. In virtually
every contact with the manager, subordinates
seeking leadership clues ask: “Does she ap-
prove?” “How would she like the report to
turn out?” “Is she more interested in market
share than high profits?” 

The influence of managers is most clearly
seen in the leader role. Formal authority vests
them with great potential power; leadership
determines in large part how much of it they
will realize.

The literature of management has always
recognized the leader role, particularly those
aspects of it related to motivation. In compari-
son, until recently it has hardly mentioned the

liaison role, in which the manager makes con-
tacts outside the vertical chain of command.
This is remarkable in light of the finding of vir-
tually every study of managerial work that
managers spend as much time with peers and
other people outside their units as they do
with their own subordinates—and, surpris-
ingly, very little time with their own superiors.

In Rosemary Stewart’s diary study, the 160
British middle and top managers spent 47% of
their time with peers, 41% of their time with
people inside their unit, and only 12% of their
time with their superiors. For Robert H.
Guest’s study of U.S. foremen, the figures were
44%, 46%, and 10%. The chief executives of my
study averaged 44% of their contact time with
people outside their organizations, 48% with
subordinates, and 7% with directors and trust-
ees.

The contacts the five CEOs made were with
an incredibly wide range of people: subordi-
nates; clients, business associates, and suppli-
ers; and peers—managers of similar organiza-
tions, government and trade organization
officials, fellow directors on outside boards,
and independents with no relevant organiza-
tional affiliations. The chief executives’ time
with and mail from these groups is shown in
“The Chief Executive’s Contacts.” Guest’s
study of foremen shows, likewise, that their
contacts were numerous and wide-ranging, sel-
dom involving fewer than 25 individuals, and
often more than 50.

Informational Roles
By virtue of interpersonal contacts, both with
subordinates and with a network of contacts,
the manager emerges as the nerve center of
the organizational unit. The manager may not
know everything but typically knows more
than subordinates do.

Studies have shown this relationship to hold
for all managers, from street gang leaders to
U.S. presidents. In The Human Group, George
C. Homans explains how, because they were at
the center of the information flow in their own
gangs and were also in close touch with other
gang leaders, street gang leaders were better
informed than any of their followers.12 As for
presidents, Richard Neustadt observes: “The
essence of {Franklin} Roosevelt’s technique for
information-gathering was competition. ‘He
would call you in,’ one of his aides once told
me, ‘and he’d ask you to get the story on some

d

al Informational
Roles

Decisional
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anager’s Roles
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Disseminator
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Entrepreneur
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Resource
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complicated business, and you’d come back
after a couple of days of hard labor and
present the juicy morsel you’d uncovered
under a stone somewhere, and then you’d find
out he knew all about it, along with something
else you didn’t know. Where he got this infor-
mation from he wouldn’t mention, usually,
but after he had done this to you once or twice
you got damn careful about your informa-
tion.’”13

We can see where Roosevelt “got this infor-
mation” when we consider the relationship be-
tween the interpersonal and informational
roles. As leader, the manager has formal and
easy access to every staff member. In addition,
liaison contacts expose the manager to exter-
nal information to which subordinates often
lack access. Many of these contacts are with
other managers of equal status, who are them-
selves nerve centers in their own organization.
In this way, the manager develops a powerful
database of information.

Processing information is a key part of the
manager’s job. In my study, the CEOs spent
40% of their contact time on activities devoted
exclusively to the transmission of information;
70% of their incoming mail was purely infor-
mational (as opposed to requests for action).
Managers don’t leave meetings or hang up the
telephone to get back to work. In large part,
communication is their work. Three roles de-
scribe these informational aspects of manage-
rial work.

As monitor, the manager is perpetually scan-
ning the environment for information, interro-
gating liaison contacts and subordinates, and
receiving unsolicited information, much of it
as a result of the network of personal contacts.
Remember that a good part of the information
the manager collects in the monitor role ar-
rives in verbal form, often as gossip, hearsay,
and speculation.

In the disseminator role, the manager passes
some privileged information directly to subor-
dinates, who would otherwise have no access
to it. When subordinates lack easy contact
with one another, the manager may pass infor-
mation from one to another.

In the spokesperson role, the manager sends
some information to people outside the unit—
a president makes a speech to lobby for an or-
ganization cause, or a foreman suggests a
product modification to a supplier. In addition,
as a spokesperson, every manager must inform
and satisfy the influential people who control
the organizational unit. For the foreman, this
may simply involve keeping the plant manager
informed about the flow of work through the
shop.

The president of a large corporation, how-
ever, may spend a great amount of time deal-
ing with a host of influences. Directors and
shareholders must be advised about finances;
consumer groups must be assured that the or-
ganization is fulfilling its social responsibilities;
and government officials must be satisfied that
the organization is abiding by the law.

Decisional Roles
Information is not, of course, an end in itself;
it is the basic input to decision making. One
thing is clear in the study of managerial work:
the manager plays the major role in the unit’s
decision-making system. As its formal author-
ity, only the manager can commit the unit to
important new courses of action; and as its
nerve center, only the manager has full and
current information to make the set of deci-
sions that determines the unit’s strategy. Four
roles describe the manager as decision maker.

As entrepreneur, the manager seeks to im-
prove the unit, to adapt it to changing condi-
tions in the environment. In the monitor role,
a president is constantly on the lookout for
new ideas. When a good one appears, he ini-
tiates a development project that he may su-
pervise himself or delegate to an employee 

1% 16% 25%

13% 8% 20%

48% 39%
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feel quite right. The description in this 
article may have come closer to what 
they really “knew.” As for those media 
people, they weren’t railing against 
management as such but against the 
cerebral form of management, so per-
vasive, that they saw impersonalizing 
the world around them.

In practice, management has to be 
two-faced—there has to be a balance 
between the cerebral and the insight-
ful. So, for example, I realized origi-
nally that managerial communication 
was largely oral and that the advent of 
the computer had not changed any-
thing fundamental in the executive 
suite—a conclusion I continue to hold. 
(The greatest threat the personal com-
puter poses is that managers will take 
it seriously and come to believe that 
they can manage by remaining in their 
offices and looking at displays of digi-
tal characters.) But I also thought that 
the dilemma of delegating could be 
dealt with by periodic debriefings—
disseminating words. Now, however, I 
believe that managers need more ways 
to convey the images and impressions 
they carry inside of them. This ex-
plains the renewed interest in strate-
gic vision, in culture, and in the roles 
of intuition and insight in manage-
ment.

The ten roles I used to describe the 
manager’s job also reflect manage-
ment’s cerebral face, in that they de-
compose the job more than capture 
the integration. Indeed, my effort to 
show a sequence among these roles 
now seems more consistent with the 
traditional face of management work 
than an insightful one. Might we not 
just as well say that people throughout 
the organization take actions that in-
form managers who, by making sense 
of those actions, develop images and 
visions that inspire people to subse-

quent efforts?
Perhaps my greatest disappoint-

ment about the research reported here 
is that it did not stimulate new efforts. 
In a world so concerned with manage-
ment, much of the popular literature is 
superficial and the academic research 
pedestrian. Certainly, many studies 
have been carried out over the last 15 
years, but the vast majority sought to 
replicate earlier research. In particu-
lar, we remain grossly ignorant about 
the fundamental content of the man-
ager’s job and have barely addressed 
the major issues and dilemmas in its 
practice.

But superficiality is not only a prob-
lem of the literature. It is also an occu-
pational hazard of the manager’s job. 
Originally, I believed this problem 
could be dealt with; now I see it as in-
herent in the job. This is because man-
aging insightfully depends on the di-
rect experience and personal 
knowledge that come from intimate 
contact. But in organizations grown 
larger and more diversified, that be-
comes difficult to achieve. And so 
managers turn increasingly to the ce-
rebral face, and the delicate balance 
between the two faces is lost.

Certainly, some organizations man-
age to sustain their humanity despite 
their large size—as Tom Peters and 
Robert Waterman show in their book 

In Search of Excellence. But that book at-
tained its outstanding success pre-
cisely because it is about the excep-
tions, about the organizations so many 
of us long to be a part of—not the or-
ganizations in which we actually work.

Fifteen years ago, I stated that “No 
job is more vital to our society than 
that of the manager. It is the manager 
who determines whether our social in-
stitutions serve us well or whether they 
squander our talents and resources.” 
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The scarcest resource 

managers have to 

allocate is their own 

time.
(perhaps with the stipulation that he must ap-
prove the final proposal).

There are two interesting features about
these development projects at the CEO level.
First, these projects do not involve single deci-
sions or even unified clusters of decisions.
Rather, they emerge as a series of small deci-
sions and actions sequenced over time. Appar-
ently, chief executives prolong each project
both to fit it into a busy, disjointed schedule,
and so that they can comprehend complex is-
sues gradually.

Second, the chief executives I studied super-
vised as many as 50 of these projects at the
same time. Some projects entailed new prod-
ucts or processes; others involved public rela-
tions campaigns, improvement of the cash po-
sition, reorganization of a weak department,
resolution of a morale problem in a foreign di-
vision, integration of computer operations,
various acquisitions at different stages of de-
velopment, and so on.

Chief executives appear to maintain a kind
of inventory of the development projects in
various stages of development. Like jugglers,
they keep a number of projects in the air; peri-
odically, one comes down, is given a new burst
of energy, and sent back into orbit. At various
intervals, they put new projects on-stream and
discard old ones.

While the entrepreneur role describes the
manager as the voluntary initiator of change,
the disturbance handler role depicts the man-
ager involuntarily responding to pressures.
Here change is beyond the manager’s control.
The pressures of a situation are too severe to
be ignored—a strike looms, a major customer
has gone bankrupt, or a supplier reneges on a
contract—so the manager must act.

Leonard R. Sayles, who has carried out ap-
propriate research on the manager’s job, likens
the manager to a symphony orchestra conduc-
tor who must “maintain a melodious perfor-
mance,”14 while handling musicians’ prob-
lems and other external disturbances. Indeed,
every manager must spend a considerable
amount of time responding to high-pressure
disturbances. No organization can be so well
run, so standardized, that it has considered
every contingency in the uncertain environ-
ment in advance. Disturbances arise not only
because poor managers ignore situations until
they reach crisis proportions but also because
good managers cannot possibly anticipate all

the consequences of the actions they take.
The third decisional role is that of resource

allocator. The manager is responsible for decid-
ing who will get what. Perhaps the most im-
portant resource the manager allocates is his
or her own time. Access to the manager consti-
tutes exposure to the unit’s nerve center and
decision maker. The manager is also charged
with designing the unit’s structure, that pat-
tern of formal relationships that determines
how work is to be divided and coordinated.

Also, as resource allocator, the manager au-
thorizes the important decisions of the unit be-
fore they are implemented. By retaining this
power, the manager can ensure that decisions
are interrelated. To fragment this power en-
courages discontinuous decision making and a
disjointed strategy.

There are a number of interesting features
about the manager’s authorization of others’
decisions. First, despite the widespread use of
capital budgeting procedures—a means of au-
thorizing various capital expenditures at one
time—executives in my study made a great
many authorization decisions on an ad hoc ba-
sis. Apparently, many projects cannot wait or
simply do not have the quantifiable costs and
benefits that capital budgeting requires.

Second, I found that the chief executives
faced incredibly complex choices. They had to
consider the impact of each decision on other
decisions and on the organization’s strategy.
They had to ensure that the decision would be
acceptable to those who influence the organi-
zation, as well as ensure that resources would
not be overextended. They had to understand
the various costs and benefits as well as the
feasibility of the proposal. They also had to
consider questions of timing. All this was nec-
essary for the simple approval of someone
else’s proposal. At the same time, however, the
delay could lose time, while quick approval
could be ill-considered and quick rejection
might discourage the subordinate who had
spent months developing a pet project.

One common solution to approving
projects is to pick the person instead of the
proposal. That is, the manager authorizes
those projects presented by people whose
judgment he or she trusts. But the manager
cannot always use this simple dodge.

The final decisional role is that of negotia-
tor. Managers spend considerable time in ne-
gotiations: the president of the football team
il 1990 page 9
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works out a contract with the holdout super-
star; the corporation president leads the com-
pany’s contingent to negotiate a new strike is-
sue; the foreman argues a grievance problem
to its conclusion with the shop steward.

These negotiations are an integral part of
the manager’s job, for only he or she has the
authority to commit organizational resources
in “real time” and the nerve-center informa-
tion that important negotiations require.

The Integrated Job
It should be clear by now that these ten roles
are not easily separable. In the terminology of
the psychologist, they form a gestalt, an inte-
grated whole. No role can be pulled out of the
framework and the job be left intact. For ex-
ample, a manager without liaison contacts
lacks external information. As a result, that
manager can neither disseminate the informa-
tion that employees need nor make decisions
that adequately reflect external conditions.
(This is a problem for the new person in a
managerial position, since he or she has to
build up a network of contacts before making
effective decisions.)

Here lies a clue to the problems of team
management.15 Two or three people cannot
share a single managerial position unless they
can act as one entity. This means that they
cannot divide up the ten roles unless they can
very carefully reintegrate them. The real diffi-
culty lies with the informational roles. Unless
there can be full sharing of managerial infor-
mation—and, as I pointed out earlier, it is pri-
marily verbal—team management breaks
down. A single managerial job cannot be arbi-
trarily split, for example, into internal and ex-
ternal roles, for information from both sources
must be brought to bear on the same deci-
sions.

To say that the ten roles form a gestalt is
not to say that all managers give equal atten-
tion to each role. In fact, I found in my review
of the various research studies that sales man-
agers seem to spend relatively more of their
time in the interpersonal roles, presumably a
reflection of the extrovert nature of the mar-
keting activity. Production managers, on the
other hand, give relatively more attention to
the decisional roles, presumably a reflection of
their concern with efficient work flow. And
staff managers spend the most time in the in-
formational roles, since they are experts who

manage departments that advise other parts of
the organization. Nevertheless, in all cases, the
interpersonal, informational, and decisional
roles remain inseparable.

Toward More Effective 
Management
This description of managerial work should
prove more important to managers than any
prescription they might derive from it. That is
to say, the managers’ effectiveness is signifi-
cantly influenced by their insight into their own
work. Performance depends on how well a
manager understands and responds to the
pressures and dilemmas of the job. Thus man-
agers who can be introspective about their
work are likely to be effective at their jobs.
The questions in “Self-Study Questions for
Managers” may sound rhetorical; none is
meant to be. Even though the questions can-
not be answered simply, the manager should
address them.

Let us take a look at three specific areas of
concern. For the most part, the managerial
logjams—the dilemma of delegation, the data-
base centralized in one brain, the problems of
working with the management scientist—re-
volve around the verbal nature of the man-
ager’s information. There are great dangers in
centralizing the organization’s data bank in
the minds of its managers. When they leave,
they take their memory with them. And when
subordinates are out of convenient verbal
reach of the manager, they are at an informa-
tional disadvantage.

The manager is challenged to find systematic
ways to share privileged information. A regular
debriefing session with key subordinates, a
weekly memory dump on the dictating ma-
chine, maintaining a diary for limited circula-
tion, or other similar methods may ease the
logjam of work considerably. The time spent
disseminating this information will be more
than regained when decisions must be made.
Of course, some will undoubtedly raise the
question of confidentiality. But managers
would be well advised to weigh the risks of ex-
posing privileged information against having
subordinates who can make effective deci-
sions.

If there is a single theme that runs through
this article, it is that the pressures of the job
drive the manager to take on too much work,
encourage interruption, respond quickly to
il 1990 page 10
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Self-Study Questio

 

1. Where do I get my information
how? Can I make greater use of my
tacts? Can other people do some of
ning? In what areas is my knowledg
est, and how can I get others to pro
with the information I need? Do I h
ciently powerful mental models of t
things I must understand within th
zation and in its environment?

2. What information do I dissemi
How important is that information
subordinates? Do I keep too much 
tion to myself because disseminatin
time consuming or inconvenient? H
I get more information to others so 
make better decisions?

3. Do I tend to act before informa
in? Or do I wait so long for all the in
tion that opportunities pass me by?

4. What pace of change am I aski
organization to tolerate? Is this cha
anced so that our operations are ne
cessively static nor overly disrupted
we sufficiently analyzed the impact
change on the future of our organiz

5. Am I sufficiently well-informed
judgment on subordinate’s proposa
leave final authorization for more o
posals with subordinates? Do we ha
lems of coordination because subor
already make too many decisions in
dently?
every stimulus, seek the tangible and avoid the
abstract, make decisions in small increments,
and do everything abruptly.

Here again, the manager is challenged to deal
consciously with the pressures of superficiality by
giving serious attention to the issues that require
it, by stepping back in order to see a broad pic-
ture, and by making use of analytical inputs. Al-
though effective managers have to be adept at
responding quickly to numerous and varying
problems, the danger in managerial work is
that they will respond to every issue equally
(and that means abruptly) and that they will
never work the tangible bits and pieces of in-
formation into a comprehensive picture of
their world.

To create this comprehensive picture, man-
agers can supplement their own models with

those of specialists. Economists describe the
functioning of markets, operations researchers
simulate financial flow processes, and behav-
ioral scientists explain the needs and goals of
people. The best of these models can be
searched out and learned.

In dealing with complex issues, the senior
manager has much to gain from a close rela-
tionship with the organization’s own manage-
ment scientists. They have something impor-
tant that the manager lacks—time to probe
complex issues. An effective working relation-
ship hinges on the resolution of what a col-
league and I have called “the planning di-
lemma.”16 Managers have the information and
the authority; analysts have the time and the
technology. A successful working relationship
between the two will be effected when the
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6. What is my vision for this organiza-
tion? Are these plans primarily in my own 
mind in loose form? Should I make them ex-
plicit to guide the decisions of others better? 
Or do I need flexibility to change them at 
will?

7. How do my subordinates react to my 
managerial style? Am I sufficiently sensitive 
to the powerful influence of my actions? Do 
I fully understand their reactions to my ac-
tions? Do I find an appropriate balance be-
tween encouragement and pressure? Do I 
stifle their initiative?

8. What kind of external relationships do I 
maintain, and how? Do I spend too much of 
my time maintaining them? Are there cer-
tain people whom I should get to know bet-
ter?

9. Is there any system to my time schedul-
ing, or am I just reacting to the pressures of 
the moment? Do I find the appropriate mix 
of activities or concentrate on one particu-
lar function or problem just because I find it 
interesting? Am I more efficient with partic-
ular kinds of work, at special times of the 
day or week? Does my schedule reflect this? 
Can someone else schedule my time (be-
sides my secretary)?

10. Do I overwork? What effect does my 
work load have on my efficiency? Should I 
force myself to take breaks or to reduce the 
pace of my activity?

11. Am I too superficial in what I do? Can I 
really shift moods as quickly and frequently 
as my work requires? Should I decrease the 
amount of fragmentation and interruption 
in my work?

12. Do I spend too much time on current, 
tangible activities? Am I a slave to the ac-
tion and excitement of my work, so that I 
am no longer able to concentrate on issues? 
Do key problems receive the attention they 
deserve? Should I spend more time reading 
and probing deeply into certain issues? 
Could I be more reflective? Should I be?

13. Do I use the different media appropri-
ately? Do I know how to make the most of 
written communication? Do I rely exces-
sively on face-to-face communication, 
thereby putting all but a few of my subordi-
nates at an informational disadvantage? Do 
I schedule enough of my meetings on a reg-
ular basis? Do I spend enough time observ-
ing activities firsthand, or am I detached 
from the heart of my organization’s activi-
ties?

14. How do I blend my personal rights 
and duties? Do my obligations consume all 
my time? How can I free myself from obliga-
tions to ensure that I am taking this organi-
zation where I want it to go? How can I turn 
my obligations to my advantage?
il 1990 page 11
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manager learns to share information and the
analyst learns to adapt to the manager’s needs.
For the analyst, adaptation means worrying
less about the elegance of the method and
more about its speed and flexibility.

Analysts can help the top manager schedule
time, feed in analytical information, monitor
projects, develop models to aid in making
choices, design contingency plans for distur-
bances that can be anticipated, and conduct
“quick and dirty” analyses for those that can-
not. But there can be no cooperation if the an-
alysts are out of the mainstream of the man-
ager’s information flow.

The manager is challenged to gain control of
his or her own time by turning obligations into
advantages and by turning those things he or she
wishes to do into obligations. The chief execu-
tives of my study initiated only 32% of their
own contacts (and another 5% by mutual
agreement). And yet to a considerable extent
they seemed to control their time. There were
two key factors that enabled them to do so.

First, managers have to spend so much time
discharging obligations that if they were to
view them as just that, they would leave no
mark on the organization. Unsuccessful man-
agers blame failure on the obligations. Effec-
tive managers turn obligations to advantages.
A speech is a chance to lobby for a cause; a
meeting is a chance to reorganize a weak de-
partment; a visit to an important customer is a
chance to extract trade information.

Second, the manager frees some time to do
the things that he or she—perhaps no one
else—thinks important by turning them into
obligations. Free time is made, not found.
Hoping to leave some time open for contem-
plation or general planning is tantamount to
hoping that the pressures of the job will go
away. Managers who want to innovate initiate
projects and obligate others to report back to
them. Managers who need certain environ-
mental information establish channels that
will automatically keep them informed. Man-
agers who have to tour facilities commit them-
selves publicly.

The Educator’s Job
Finally, a word about the training of manag-
ers. Our management schools have done an
admirable job of training the organization’s
specialists—management scientists, market-
ing researchers, accountants, and organiza-

tional development specialists. But for the
most part, they have not trained managers.17

Management schools will begin the serious
training of managers when skill training takes
a serious place next to cognitive learning. Cog-
nitive learning is detached and informational,
like reading a book or listening to a lecture. No
doubt much important cognitive material
must be assimilated by the manager-to-be. But
cognitive learning no more makes a manager
than it does a swimmer. The latter will drown
the first time she jumps into the water if her
coach never takes her out of the lecture hall,
gets her wet, and gives her feedback on her
performance.

In other words, we are taught a skill
through practice plus feedback, whether in a
real or a simulated situation. Our management
schools need to identify the skills managers
use, select students who show potential in
these skills, put the students into situations
where these skills can be practiced and devel-
oped, and then give them systematic feedback
on their performance.

My description of managerial work suggests
a number of important managerial skills—de-
veloping peer relationships, carrying out nego-
tiations, motivating subordinates, resolving
conflicts, establishing information networks
and subsequently disseminating information,
making decisions in conditions of extreme am-
biguity, and allocating resources. Above all,
the manager needs to be introspective in order
to continue to learn on the job.

No job is more vital to our society than that
of the manager. The manager determines
whether our social institutions will serve us
well or whether they will squander our talents
and resources. It is time to strip away the folk-
lore about managerial work and study it realis-
tically so that we can begin the difficult task of
making significant improvements in its perfor-
mance.
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Tough, persistent; smart, analytical; tolerant, 
and of good will—all qualities you 

 

want

 

 in 
your best managers. How else can they per-
form their jobs: solving problems and di-
recting people and affairs?

But let’s face it: It takes neither genius nor 
heroism to be a manager. Even highly val-
ued managers don’t inflame employees’ 
passions and imagination. Nor do they 
stimulate the change that all organizations 
require. For 

 

those

 

 qualities, you need lead-
ers, not managers.

In this 1977 groundbreaking article, Abra-
ham Zaleznik challenged the traditional 
view of management. That view, he argued, 
omits essential 

 

leadership

 

 elements of inspi-
ration, vision, and human passion—which 
drive corporate success.

Managers and leaders are two different ani-
mals. 

 

Leaders

 

, like artists, tolerate chaos 
and lack of structure. They keep answers in 
suspense, preventing premature closure on 
important issues. 

 

Managers

 

 seek order, 
control, and rapid resolution of problems.

Companies need both managers and lead-
ers to excel. But too often, they don’t create 
the right environment for 

 

leaders

 

 to flour-
ish. Zaleznik offers a solution.

 

Can Organizations Develop Leaders?

 

Zaleznik suggests two ways to develop leaders. First, avoid overreliance on peer-learning situa-
tions, e.g., task forces. They stifle the aggressiveness and initiative that fuel leadership.

Second, cultivate one-to-one relationships between mentors and apprentices; e.g., a CEO 
chooses a talented novice as his special assistant. These close working relationships encourage 
intense emotional interchange, tolerance of competitive impulses, and eagerness to challenge 
ideas—essential characteristics of leadership.

 

MANAGERS LEADERS

 

Attitudes 
toward goals

 

Take an impersonal, passive 
outlook.

Goals arise out of necessities, 
not desires.

Take a personal, active outlook. 
Shape rather than respond to 
ideas. Alter moods; evoke images, 
expectations. 

Change how people think about 
what’s desirable and possible. Set 
company direction.

 

Conceptions 
of work

 

Negotiate and coerce. Balance 
opposing views.

Design compromises. Limit 
choices.

Avoid risk.

Develop fresh approaches to 
problems.

Increase options. Turn ideas into 
exciting images.

Seek risk when opportunities 
appear promising.

 

Relations 
with others

 

Prefer working with people, but 
maintain minimal emotional 
involvement. Lack empathy.

Focus on process, e.g., 

 

how

 

 
decisions are made rather than 

 

what

 

 decisions to make.

Communicate by sending 
ambiguous signals. Subordinates 
perceive them as inscrutable, 
detached, manipulative. 
Organization accumulates 
bureaucracy and political intrigue.

Attracted to ideas. Relate to others 
directly, intuitively, empathetically.

Focus on substance of events and 
decisions, including their meaning 
for participants.

Subordinates describe them with 
emotionally rich adjectives; e.g., 
“love,” “hate.” Relations appear 
turbulent, intense, disorganized. 
Yet motivation intensifies, and 
unanticipated outcomes 
proliferate.

 

Sense of self

 

Comes from perpetuating and 
strengthening existing institutions.

Feel part of the organization.

Comes from struggles to 
profoundly alter human and 
economic relationships.

Feel separate from the 
organization.
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Business leaders have much more in common with artists than they do 

with managers.

 

What is the ideal way to develop leadership?
Every society provides its own answer to this
question, and each, in groping for answers, de-
fines its deepest concerns about the purposes,
distributions, and uses of power. Business has
contributed its answer to the leadership ques-
tion by evolving a new breed called the man-
ager. 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 ri-
valry, managerial leadership unfortunately
does not necessarily ensure imagination, cre-
ativity, or ethical behavior in guiding the des-
tinies 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 re-
sults; second, the risk of ignoring the many dif-

ferent ways people can legitimately accumu-
late 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 de-
velopment of collective leadership and the
managerial ethic. Consequently, an inherent
conservatism dominates the culture of large
organizations. In 

 

The Second American Revolu-
tion

 

, John D. Rockefeller III describes the con-
servatism of organizations: 

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

 

1

 

Out of this conservatism and inertia, organi-
zations provide succession to power through
the development of managers rather than indi-
vidual leaders. Ironically, this ethic fosters a
bureaucratic culture in business, supposedly
the last bastion protecting us from the en-
croachments and controls of bureaucracy in
government and education.
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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 ef-
fort to direct affairs; and to fulfill his or her
task, a manager requires that many people op-
erate efficiently at different levels of status
and responsibility. It takes neither genius nor
heroism to be a manager, but rather persis-
tence, tough-mindedness, hard work, intelli-
gence, analytical ability, and perhaps most im-
portant, 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 control-
ling 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.

Two questions come to mind. Is this leader-
ship 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 gener-
ating value in work? Driven by narrow pur-
poses, without an imaginative capacity and the
ability to communicate, do managers then per-
petuate 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 rela-
tive 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 dif-
fers from the entrepreneurial culture that de-
velops 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 de-
sires and, therefore, are deeply embedded in
their organization’s history and culture.

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

“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 neces-
sary to make a final product that is both reli-
able and good looking, that performs well and
that sells at a competitive price in the neces-
sary 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 re-
sponse 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 (po-
larization of light) into a product, which prolif-
erated and stimulated consumers’ desires.
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The example of Polaroid and Land suggests
how leaders think about goals. They are active
instead of reactive, shaping ideas instead of re-
sponding to them. Leaders adopt a personal
and active attitude toward goals. The influence
a leader exerts in altering moods, evoking im-
ages and expectations, and in establishing spe-
cific desires and objectives determines the di-
rection 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 opposi-
tion, planning when controversial issues
should surface, and reducing tensions. In this
enabling process, managers’ tactics appear
flexible: on one hand, they negotiate and bar-
gain; on the other, they use rewards, punish-
ments, 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 au-
tomobile industry using, as did General Mo-
tors, the conventional water-cooled engine.
With the full backing of Pierre du Pont,
Charles Kettering dedicated himself to the de-
sign of an air-cooled copper engine, which, if
successful, would be a great technical and mar-
keting 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 bas-
ket by investing in a new product instead of at-
tending 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 “orga-
nized 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 Ketter-
ing was unhappy and indeed intended to leave
General Motors. Sloan was also aware that,

while the manufacturing divisions strongly op-
posed the new engine, Pierre du Pont sup-
ported Kettering. Further, Sloan had himself
gone on record in a letter to Kettering less
than two years earlier expressing full confi-
dence 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 re-
veal much about how managers work. First, he
tried to reassure Kettering by presenting the
problem in a very ambiguous fashion, suggest-
ing that he and the executive committee sided
with Kettering, but that it would not be practi-
cal to force the divisions to do what they were
opposed to. He presented the problem as
being a question of the people, not the prod-
uct. 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 in-
ventor 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 noth-
ing 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.”
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Sloan placated people who opposed his
views by developing a structural solution that
appeared to give something but in reality only

What it takes to develop 

managers may inhibit 

developing leaders.
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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 prob-
lems, managers continually need to coordinate
and balance opposing views. Interestingly
enough, this type of work has much in com-
mon with what diplomats and mediators do,
with Henry Kissinger apparently an outstand-
ing practitioner. Managers aim to shift bal-
ances 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 sub-
stance.

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 bur-
den, meet any hardship, support any friend,
oppose any foe, in order to assure the survival
and the success of liberty.”

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 posi-
tion, which, if adopted, as in the Vietnam War,
could produce disastrous results. Yet unless ex-

 

Retrospective Commentary

 

It was not so long ago that Bert Lance, Presi-
dent Jimmy Carter’s budget director and con-
fidant, declared, “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.” 
This piece of advice fits with how managers 
think. Leaders understand a different truth: 
“When it ain’t broke may be the only time 
you can fix it.”

In the splendid discipline of the market-
place, past formulas for success today con-
tain the seeds of decay. The U.S. automobile 
industry has been cited so often as the prime 
example of the suicidal effect of continuing 
to do what one has been doing in the wake of 
success that its story borders on the banal. 
But it’s true. Top executives in the automo-
bile industry, along with managers in many 
other industries in the United States, have 
failed to understand the misleading lessons 
of success, revealing the chronic fault of the 
managerial mystique.

As a consequence of placing such reliance 
on the practical measure of continuing to do 
today and tomorrow what had proven suc-
cessful yesterday, we face the chilling fact 
that the United States’s largest export during 
the last decade or more has been jobs. We 
live with the grim reality that the storehouse 
of expertise called know-how has diminished. 
Perhaps most dismal of all, our children and 

our children’s children may not be able to 
enjoy the same standard of living we worked 
so hard to achieve, let alone enjoy a higher 
standard of living as a legacy of the genera-
tions.

When “Managers and Leaders: Are They 
Different?” first appeared in HBR, practicing 
managers and academics, including many of 
my colleagues at the Harvard Business 
School, thought I had taken leave of my 
senses. Don’t ordinary people in an organiza-
tion with superior structure and process out-
perform superior people operating in an or-
dinary organization? To those indoctrinated 
in the “managerial mystique,” talent is 
ephemeral while organization structure and 
process are real. The possibility that it takes 
talent to make a company hum counts for 
less than acting on those variables managers 
feel they understand and can control.

Talent is critical to continued success in 
the marketplace. Yet most organizations 
today persist in perpetuating the develop-
ment of managers over leaders. Fortunately, 
however, there may be an awakening. The 
chairman of IBM, John Akers, startled the 
business community with his announcement 
that IBM intended to abandon its long-held 
course of running its business as one large 

corporation. Akers intends to break IBM up 
into a number of corporations. And while 
“Big Blue” will continue to be big by most 
standards, the businesses will run under a 
leadership and not a managerial mentality. 
The corporation will no longer rest on the 
false comforts of economy of scale. Nor will 
executives be preoccupied with coordination 
and control, with decentralized operations 
and centralized financial controls. Process 
will take a backseat to substance, and the 
power will flow to executives who are cre-
ative and, above all, aggressive.

If other large companies follow this lead, 
corporate America may recharge, and its 
ability to compete may rebound. But if left to 
professional management, U.S. corporations 
will continue to stagnate.

Since “Managers and Leaders: Are They 
Different?” was first published, strategy has 
catapulted itself into the number one posi-
tion on the managerial hit parade. No aspect 
of corporate life is indifferent to strategy. 
Every problem leads to strategic solutions, 
ranging from how to position products to 
how to compensate executives. We have a 
plethora of marketing strategies, employee 
benefit strategies, and executive develop-
ment strategies. Strategy, it seems, has re-
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pectations are aroused and mobilized, with all
the dangers of frustration inherent in height-
ened desire, new thinking and new choice can
never come to light.

Leaders work from high-risk positions; in-
deed, they are often temperamentally dis-
posed 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 con-
scious choice. For those who become manag-
ers, 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 af-
fliction.

 

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 im-
portant characteristic of managers. When
asked, for example, to write imaginative sto-
ries 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 fol-
lowing is an example of a manager’s imagina-
tive 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 or-
dered and had just arrived. The boy is weigh-
ing the alternatives of playing football with
the other kids or playing with the squeak box.
He can’t understand how his parents could

 

placed business policy as the conceptual han-
dle for establishing a corporation’s directives.

In relying on strategy, organizations have 
largely overlooked results. Strategy is an off-
spring of the branch of economics called in-
dustrial organization; it builds models of 
competition and attempts to position prod-
ucts in competitive markets through analytic 
techniques. The aggregation of these product 
positions establishes mission statements and 
direction for businesses. With the ascen-
dancy of industrial organization in the 1980s, 
management consultants prospered and 
faith in the managerial mystique was 
strengthened, despite the poor performance 
in the U.S. economy.

To me, the most influential development 
in management in the last 10 or 15 years has 
been Lotus 1-2-3. This popular software pro-
gram makes it possible to create spread-
sheets rapidly and repetitively, and that has 
given form and language to strategic plan-
ning. With this methodology, technicians can 
play with the question, “What if?” Best of all, 
everyone with access to a computer and the 
appropriate software can join in the “what if” 
game.

Alas, while everyone can become a strate-
gist, few can become, and sustain, the position 

of creator. Vision, the hallmark of leadership, is 
less a derivative of spreadsheets and more a 
product of the mind called imagination.

And vision is needed at least as much as 
strategy to succeed. Business leaders bring to 
bear a variety of imaginations on the growth 
of corporations. These imaginations—the 
marketing imagination, the manufacturing 
imagination, and others—originate in per-
ceptual capacities we recognize as talent. 
Talented leaders grasp the significance of 
anomalies, such as unfulfilled customer 
needs, manufacturing operations that can be 
improved significantly, and the potential of 
technological applications in product devel-
opment.

Business imaginations are substantive. A 
leader’s imagination impels others to act in 
ways that are truly, to use James MacGregor 
Burns’s felicitous term, “transformational.” 
But leaders often experience their talent as 
restlessness, as a desire to upset other peo-
ple’s applecarts, an impelling need to “do 
things better.” As a consequence, a leader 
may not create a stable working environ-
ment; rather, he or she may create a chaotic 
workplace, with highly charged emotional 
peaks and valleys.

In “Managers and Leaders: Are They Dif-

ferent?”, I argued that a crucial difference be-
tween managers and leaders lies in the con-
ceptions they hold, deep in their psyches, of 
chaos and order. Leaders tolerate chaos and 
lack of structure and are thus prepared to 
keep answers in suspense, avoiding prema-
ture closure on important issues. Managers 
seek order and control and are almost com-
pulsively addicted to disposing of problems 
even before they understand their potential 
significance. In my experience, seldom do 
the uncertainties of potential chaos cause 
problems. Instead, it is the instinctive move 
to impose order on potential chaos that 
makes trouble for organizations.

It seems to me that business leaders have 
much more in common with artists, scien-
tists, and other creative thinkers than they do 
with managers. For business schools to ex-
ploit this commonality of dispositions and in-
terests, the curriculum should worry less 
about the logics of strategy and imposing the 
constraints of computer exercises and more 
about thought experiments in the play of cre-
ativity and imagination. If they are success-
ful, they would then do a better job of prepar-
ing exceptional men and women for 
positions of leadership.

—Abraham Zaleznik
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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 sea-
son 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 ac-
tivity with other people (that is, the football
team), and the second is to maintain a low
level of emotional involvement in those rela-
tionships. 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 har-
monious 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, seek-
ing 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 nor-
mal practice session and appears to be some-
what 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 sat-
isfies 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 vio-
linists of his day.”

Empathy is not simply a matter of paying
attention to other people. It is also the capac-
ity to take in emotional signals and make them
meaningful in a relationship. People who de-
scribe 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 intui-
tive 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.

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 distri-
bution are limited at any given time. Presum-
ably, 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 prob-
lem into a win-win problem. From that per-
spective, several solutions come to mind. First,
the manager focuses others’ attention on pro-
cedure 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 sub-
ordinates indirectly, using “signals” instead of
“messages.” A signal holds a number of im-
plicit 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 man-
agers anxious. With signals, the question of
who wins and who loses often becomes ob-
scured.
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Third, the manager plays for time. Manag-
ers seem to recognize that with the passage of
time and the delay of major decisions, compro-
mises emerge that take the sting out of win-
lose situations, and the original “game” will be
superseded by additional situations. Compro-
mises mean that one may win and lose simul-
taneously, depending on which of the games
one evaluates.

There are undoubtedly many other tactical
moves managers use to change human situa-
tions from win-lose to win-win. But the point is
that such tactics focus on the decision-making
process itself, and that process interests man-
agers rather than leaders. Tactical interests in-
volve costs as well as benefits; they make orga-
nizations fatter in bureaucratic and political
intrigue and leaner in direct, hard activity and
warm human relationships. Consequently, one
often hears subordinates characterize manag-
ers 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 con-
trolled as well as rational and equitable struc-
ture.

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 rela-
tions in leader-dominated structures often ap-
pear turbulent, intense, and at times even dis-
organized. Such an atmosphere intensifies
individual motivation and often produces un-
anticipated outcomes.

 

Senses of Self

 

In 

 

The Varieties of Religious Experience

 

, Will-
iam 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 straight-
forward 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 personali-
ties 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 pro-
found separateness.

A sense of belonging or of being separate
has a practical significance for the kinds of in-
vestments managers and leaders make in their
careers. Managers see themselves as conserva-
tors and regulators of an existing order of af-
fairs with which they personally identify and
from which they gain rewards. A manager’s
sense of self-worth is enhanced by perpetuat-
ing 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 environ-
ment. 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 iden-
tity. 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 tech-
nological, political, or ideological, but the ob-
ject is the same: to profoundly alter human,
economic, and political relationships.

In considering the development of leader-
ship, we have to examine two different courses
of life history: (1) development through social-
ization, which prepares the individual to guide
institutions and to maintain the existing bal-
ance of social relations; and (2) development
through personal mastery, which impels an in-
dividual to struggle for psychological and so-
cial 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 fam-
ily. Each person experiences the traumas asso-
ciated 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 diffi-
culties of achieving self-regulation and self-
control. But for some, perhaps a majority, the
fortunes of childhood provide adequate grati-
fications and sufficient opportunities to find
substitutes for rewards no longer available.
Such individuals, the “once-borns,” make
moderate identifications with parents and

Leaders’ lives are 

marked by a continual 

struggle to attain some 

sense of order.
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find a harmony between what they expect and
what they are able to realize from life.

But suppose the pains of separation are am-
plified by a combination of parental demands
and individual needs to the degree that a sense
of isolation, of being special, or of wariness dis-
rupts the bonds that attach children to parents
and other authority figures? Given a special
aptitude under such conditions, the person be-
comes 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 neuro-
ses; their ability to function varies considerably
even over the short run, and some potential
leaders lose the struggle altogether. Also, be-
yond early childhood, the development pat-
terns 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 Ein-
stein’s great achievements on the basis of his
mediocre record in school. The reason for me-
diocrity 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 under-
stands 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 tal-
ented people of different generations influ-
ence each other.

While apparently destined for mediocre ca-
reers, 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 mo-
notony and unsought safety of the Zone of the
Interior…that was intolerable punishment.”
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Shortly after World War I, Eisenhower, then
a young officer somewhat pessimistic about
his career chances, asked for a transfer to Pan-
ama to work under General Fox Connor, a se-
nior 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 Eisen-
hower gladly took, a magnificent tutorial on
the military. The effects of this relationship on
Eisenhower cannot be measured quantita-
tively, but in examining his career path from
that point, one cannot overestimate its signifi-
cance.

As Eisenhower wrote later about Connor,
“Life with General Connor was a sort of gradu-
ate school in military affairs and the humani-
ties, 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 associa-
tion with great and good men, he is the one
more or less invisible figure to whom I owe an
incalculable debt.”
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Some time after his tour of duty with Gen-
eral Connor, Eisenhower’s breakthrough oc-
curred. He received orders to attend the Com-
mand and General Staff School at Fort
Leavenworth, one of the most competitive
schools in the army. It was a coveted appoint-
ment, and Eisenhower took advantage of the
opportunity. Unlike his performance in high
school and West Point, his work at the Com-
mand 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. An-
drew Carnegie owed much to his senior, Tho-
mas A. Scott. As head of the Western Division
of the Pennsylvania Railroad, Scott recognized
talent and the desire to learn in the young te-
legrapher assigned to him. By giving Carnegie
increasing responsibility and by providing him
with the opportunity to learn through close
personal observation, Scott added to Carn-
egie’s self-confidence and sense of achieve-
ment. 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 work-
ing closely with their juniors. The risks do not
always pay off, but the willingness to take
them appears to be crucial in developing lead-
ers.

 

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 identifica-
tion and the social restraints on authoritarian
behavior among equals. Peer training in orga-
nizations 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 in-
dividual’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 struc-
ture is built on the principle of joint responsi-
bility of two peers, one representing the com-
mercial end of the business and the other the
technical. Formally, both hold equal responsi-
bility for geographic operations or product
groups, as the case may be. As a practical mat-
ter, it may turn out that one or the other of the
peers dominates the management. Neverthe-
less, the main interaction is between two or
more equals.

The principal question I raise about such ar-
rangements is whether they perpetuate the
managerial orientation and preclude the for-
mation of one-to-one relationships between se-
nior 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 com-
pany encourages competition and rivalry
among peers, ultimately rewarding the one
who comes out on top with increased responsi-
bility. These hybrid arrangements produce
some unintended consequences that can be di-
sastrous. 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 ac-
cepted the importance of developing leaders
through the direct influence of senior on jun-
ior executives. The chairman and chief execu-
tive officer regularly selects one talented uni-
versity 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 ex-
ecutive 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 anti-
dotes to the power disease called 

 

hubris

 

—per-
formance 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
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tolerance for emotional interchange. This in-
terchange, inevitable in close working arrange-
ments, 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 of-
ficer 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 execu-
tive vice president to this post.

The chairman evidently felt he could not
work well with Hanley who, by his own ac-
knowledgment, was aggressive, eager to exper-
iment and change practices, and constantly
challenged his superior. A chief executive of-
ficer naturally has the right to select people
with whom he feels congenial. But I wonder
whether a greater capacity on the part of se-
nior officers to tolerate the competitive im-
pulses 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 ex-
pense 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 spe-
cific ideas, was at issue. In one case, a chief ex-
ecutive officer, who was troubled by the ag-
gressiveness and sometimes outright rudeness
of one of his talented vice presidents, used var-
ious indirect methods such as group meetings

and hints from outside directors to avoid deal-
ing with his subordinate. I advised the execu-
tive to deal head-on with what irritated him. I
suggested that by direct, face-to-face confron-
tation, 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 charac-
teristic of managerial cultures, but also it en-
courages the emotional relationships leaders
need if they are to survive.
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What Leaders Really Do 

 

by John P. Kotter

 

Harvard Business Review

 

May–June 1990
Product no. 3820

 

Kotter expands on the debate Zaleznik started 
in 1977, agreeing that managers and leaders 
are very different—but also arguing that they 
are complementary and equally important. He 
stresses that organizations need both manag-
ers and leaders to thrive, especially in turbu-
lent times. Kotter explores their differences 
along the dimensions of 

 

complexity and 
change

 

.

Management, he writes, is about promoting 
stability—bringing order and predictability to 
complex, chaotic situations. Specifically, man-
agers focus on planning and budgeting, orga-
nizing and staffing, and problem solving. They 
make it easier for people to complete their 
work, day after day.

Leadership, on the other hand, is about pro-
ducing change: setting direction for change 
through vision and strategy, and aligning 
people behind initiatives. Leaders touch peo-
ple at their deepest levels, getting them to be-
lieve in alternative futures and to take initia-
tive based on shared visions. They provoke a 
sense of belonging and idealism.

 

The Work of Leadership 

 

by Ronald A. Heifetz and Donald L. Laurie

 

Harvard Business Review

 

January–February 1997
Product no. 4150

 

Heifetz and Laurie examine the unique role of 
leaders in the specific context of 

 

adaptive 
problems

 

—challenges in which both prob-
lems and potential solutions are murky. With 
adaptive problems, leaders must engage their 
entire organization in radically new ways of 
thinking and acting. To prevail under these 
conditions, leaders must resist the temptation 
to give employees solutions 

 

and

 

 employees’ 

desire to have problems taken off their shoul-
ders. Leaders can resist both by following 
these six principles: 1) See the context in 
which change must occur, 2) identify the 
adaptive challenge, 3) regulate distress, 4) 
watch for signs of work avoidance and bring 
conflict into the light, 5) build collective self-
confidence, and 6) protect people who point 
out contradictions and upset the status quo.

 

Covert Leadership: Notes on Managing 
Professionals 

 

by Henry Mintzberg

 

Harvard Business Review

 

November–December 1998
Product no. 98608

 

Mintzberg also focuses on the responsibilities 
distinguishing leaders from managers, stress-
ing that leaders are more vital than ever in the 
knowledge economy. More and more work is 
being done by trained and trusted profession-
als who don’t need direction and supervi-
sion—that is, others telling them how to do 
their jobs. Instead, they need inspiration, pro-
tection, and support. Using the model of a 
symphony orchestra conductor, Mintzberg 
explores—and explodes—the myth that lead-
ers must be in complete control. Through 

 

co-
vert leadership

 

—that is, functioning in a mid-
dle realm between absolute control and 
complete powerlessness, and leading without 
seeming to—leaders quietly infuse in others 
the energy they need to excel.
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What distinguishes 

the outstanding leader 

from the merely adequate?

Emotional intelligence—

a powerful combination 

of self-management skills 

and the ability to work

with others.



T H E I D E A

Aske d to define the ideal leader, many
would emphasize traits such as intelligence,
toughness, determination, and vision. Often 
left off the list are softer, more personal quali-
ties—but recent studies indicate that they are
also essential. Although a certain degree of 
analytical and technical skill is a minimum
requirement for success, what is called 
“emotional intelligence” may be the key 

attribute that distinguishes outstanding per-
formers from those who are merely adequate.
For example, in a 1996 study of a global food
and beverage company, where senior managers
had a certain critical mass of emotional intelli-
gence, their divisions outperformed yearly earn-
ings goals by 20%. Division leaders without that
critical mass underperformed by almost the
same amount.

What Makes a Leader?

There are five components to emotional
intelligence: self-awareness, self-regulation,
motivation, empathy, and social skill. All five
traits sound desirable to just about everyone.
But organizations too often implicitly discour-
age their people from developing them.

Self-management skills

1. Self-awareness. Emotional intelligence

begins with this trait. People with a high

degree of self-awareness know their weak-

nesses and aren’t afraid to talk about them.

Someone who understands that he works

poorly under tight deadlines, for example,

will work hard to plan his time carefully,

and will let his colleagues know why. Many

executives looking for potential leaders 

mistake such candor for “wimpiness.”

2. Self-regulation. This attribute flows from

self-awareness, but runs in a different direc-

tion. People with this trait are able to con-

trol their impulses or even channel them 

for good purposes.

3. Motivation. A passion for achievement for

its own sake—not simply the ability to

respond to whatever incentives a company

offers—is the kind of motivation that is

essential for leadership.

The ability to relate to others

4. Empathy. In addition to self-management

skills, emotional intelligence requires a

facility for dealing with others. And that

HBR OnPoint © 2000 by Harvard Business School Publishing Corporation. All rights reserved.

starts with empathy—taking into account

the feelings of others when making deci-

sions—as opposed to taking on everyone’s

troubles.

E X A M P L E :
Consider two division chiefs at a company forced
to make layoffs. One manager gave a hard-
hitting speech emphasizing the number of 
people who would be fired. The other manager,
while not hiding the bad news, took into account
his people’s anxieties. He promised to keep them
informed and to treat everyone fairly. Many execu-
tives would have refrained from such a show 
of consideration, lest they appear to lack tough-
ness. But the tough manager demoralized his 
talented people—most of whom ended up 
leaving his division voluntarily.

5. Social skill. All the preceding traits culmi-

nate in this fifth one: the ability to build

rapport with others, to get them to cooper-

ate, to move them in a direction you desire.

Managers who simply try to be sociable—

while lacking the other components of 

emotional intelligence—are likely to fail.

Social skill, by contrast, is friendliness with

a purpose.

Can you boost your emotional intelligence?
Absolutely—but not with traditional training
programs that target the rational part of the
brain. Extended practice, feedback from col-
leagues, and your own enthusiasm for making
the change are essential to becoming an effec-
tive leader.

T H E I D E A A T W O R K

I N B R I E F
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very businessperson
knows a story about a highly intelligent, highly
skilled executive who was promoted into a leader-
ship 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 lead-
ers are subdued and analytical; others shout their
manifestos from the mountaintops. And just as
important, different situations call for different 

IQ and technical skills are important, but emotional
intelligence is the sine qua non of leadership.

What Makes a 
Leader?

by daniel goleman
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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 emo-
tional 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, analyti-
cal 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 exam-
ined the relationship between
emotional intelligence and effec-
tive 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 exam-
ple, 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 “com-
petency models” to aid them in identifying, train-
ing, and promoting likely stars in the leadership 
firmament. The psychologists have also developed
such models for lower-level positions. And in re-
cent years, I have analyzed competency models
from 188 companies, most of which were large and
global and included the likes of Lucent Technolo-
gies, British Airways, and Credit Suisse.

In carrying out this work, my objective was to 
determine which personal capabilities drove out-
standing performance within these organizations,
and to what degree they did so. I grouped capabili-
ties into three categories: purely technical skills
like accounting and business planning; cognitive

abilities like analytical reasoning; and competen-
cies demonstrating emotional intelligence such as
the ability to work with others and effectiveness in
leading change.

To create some of the competency models, psy-
chologists asked senior managers at the companies
to identify the capabilities that typified the organi-
zation’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 organi-
zations from the average ones. Those individuals

were then extensively interviewed
and tested, and their capabilities
were compared. This process re-
sulted in the creation of lists of
ingredients for highly effective
leaders. The lists ranged in length
from 7 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 out-
standing performance. Cognitive
skills such as big-picture think-
ing and long-term vision were
particularly important. But when
I calculated the ratio of technical
skills, IQ, and emotional intelli-
gence as ingredients of excellent
performance, emotional intelli-

gence 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 differ-
ences in technical skills are of negligible impor-
tance. In other words, the higher the rank of a per-
son considered to be a star performer, the more
emotional intelligence capabilities showed up as
the reason for his or her effectiveness. When I com-
pared star performers with average ones in senior
leadership positions, nearly 90% of the difference
in their profiles was attributable to emotional intel-
ligence factors rather than cognitive abilities.

Other researchers have confirmed that emotional
intelligence not only distinguishes outstanding
leaders but can also be linked to strong perfor-
mance. The findings of the late David McClelland,
the renowned researcher in human and organiza-
tional 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
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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 divi-
sions in Asia and Europe.

In short, the numbers are beginning to tell us a
persuasive story about the link between a compa-
ny’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 intelli-
gence. (See the insert “Can Emotional Intelligence
Be Learned?”) 

Self-Awareness
Self-awareness is the first component of emotional
intelligence – which makes sense when one con-
siders that the Delphic oracle gave the advice to
“know thyself” thousands of years ago. Self-aware-
ness means having a deep understanding of one’s
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Self-Awareness

Self-Regulation

Motivation

Empathy

Social Skill

Definition

the ability to recognize and understand
your moods, emotions, and drives, as
well as their effect on others

the ability to control or redirect 
disruptive impulses and moods

the propensity to suspend judgment –
to think before acting

a passion to work for reasons that go
beyond money or status

a propensity to pursue goals with 
energy and persistence

the ability to understand the emotional
makeup of other people

skill in treating people according to
their emotional reactions

proficiency in managing relationships
and building networks

an ability to find common ground and
build rapport

Hallmarks

self-confidence

realistic self-assessment 

self-deprecating sense of humor

trustworthiness and integrity

comfort with ambiguity

openness to change

strong drive to achieve

optimism, even in the face of failure

organizational commitment

expertise in building and retaining 
talent

cross-cultural sensitivity

service to clients and customers

effectiveness in leading change 

persuasiveness

expertise in building and leading teams

The Five Components of Emotional Intelligence at Work



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 peo-
ple, 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 rea-
sons 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 in-
ner 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 lit-
tle to me that I’m constantly bored.” The decisions
of self-aware people mesh with their values; conse-
quently, 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 confession-
ally – 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 ex-
planation: “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 some-
thing 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 per-
formance 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-confi-
dence. 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 cal-
culated. 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 mid-
level employee who was invited
to sit in on a strategy meeting
with her company’s top execu-
tives. 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 employ-
ees 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, peo-
ple generally admire and respect candor. Further,
leaders are constantly required to make judgment
calls that require a candid assessment of capa-
bilities – their own and those of others. Do we have
the management expertise to acquire a competitor?
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For ages, people have debated if leaders are born or
made. So too goes the debate about emotional intel-
ligence. Are people born with certain levels of em-
pathy, for example, or do they acquire empathy as a
result of life’s experiences? The answer is both. Scien-
tific 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 in-
creases with age. There is an old-fashioned word for
the phenomenon: maturity. Yet even with maturity,
some people still need training to enhance their emo-
tional intelligence. Unfortunately, far too many train-
ing 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 neuro-
transmitters of the brain’s limbic system, which gov-
erns feelings, impulses, and drives. Research indi-
cates that the limbic system learns best through
motivation, extended practice, and feedback. Com-
pare 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 com-
puter or make a sales call by reading a book. Not sur-
prisingly – but mistakenly – it is also the part of the
brain targeted by most training programs aimed at en-
hancing emotional intelligence. When such programs
take, in effect, a neocortical approach, my research
with the Consortium for Research on Emotional In-
telligence 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 sys-
tem. They must help people break old behavioral
habits and establish new ones. That not only takes
much more time than conventional training pro-
grams, 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 say-
ing. To fix the problem, the executive needs to be mo-
tivated 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 re-
sponse; 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 execu-
tive who sought to improve his empathy – specifically
his ability to read people’s reactions and see their per-
spectives. Before beginning his quest, the executive’s
subordinates were terrified of working with him. Peo-
ple 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 for-
eign country where he did not speak the language.
While there, he monitored his reactions to the unfa-
miliar 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, in order
to critique how he treated people with new or differ-
ent perspectives. At the same time, he consciously
used on-the-job interactions as opportunities to prac-
tice “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 feel-
ings of others. It took several months, but the execu-
tive’s emotional intelligence did ultimately rise, and
the improvement was reflected in his overall perfor-
mance 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 internal-
ize 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 en-
thusiasm,” 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.

Can Emotional Intelligence Be Learned?



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 man-
age 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 em-
ployees present a botched analy-
sis to the company’s board of 
directors. In the gloom that fol-
lows, 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 every-
one before stalking off.

But if he had a gift for self-regu-
lation, he would choose a differ-
ent 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 fail-
ure. Are they personal – a lack of effort? Are there
any mitigating factors? What was his role in the de-
bacle? After considering these questions, he would
call the team together, lay out the incident’s conse-
quences, 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 ap-
proach. Fewer bad moods at the top mean fewer
throughout the organization.

Second, self-regulation is important for competi-
tive 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 change program is announced, they
don’t panic; instead, they are able to suspend judg-
ment, seek out information, and listen to execu-
tives explain the new program. As the initiative
moves forward, they are able to move with it.

Sometimes they even lead the way. Consider the
case of a manager at a large manufacturing com-
pany. Like her colleagues, she had used a certain

software program for five years.
The program drove how she col-
lected and reported data and how
she thought about the company’s
strategy. One day, senior execu-
tives announced that a new pro-
gram was to be installed that
would radically change how in-
formation was gathered and as-
sessed within the organization.
While many people in the com-
pany 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 func-
tion of impulsive behavior. People rarely plan to ex-
aggerate profits, pad expense accounts, dip into the
till, or abuse power for selfish ends. Instead, an op-
portunity presents itself, and people with low im-
pulse 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 distribu-
tors a realistic understanding of the company’s pric-
ing. This approach meant the executive couldn’t al-
ways drive a hard bargain. Now, on occasion, he felt
the urge to increase profits by withholding informa-
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tion 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-regula-
tion, therefore, are not hard to miss: a
propensity for reflection and thought-
fulness; 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 some-
times seen as cold fish – their consid-
ered responses are taken as a lack of 
passion. People with fiery tempera-
ments 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 ef-
fective leaders have, it is motivation.
They are driven to achieve beyond ex-
pectations – their own and everyone
else’s. The key word here is achieve.
Plenty of people are motivated by exter-
nal factors such as a big salary or the
status that comes from having an im-
pressive title or being part of a presti-
gious 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 iden-
tify 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 dis-
play an unflagging energy to do things better. Peo-
ple with such energy often seem restless with the
status quo. They are persistent with their ques-
tions about why things are done one way rather
than another; they are eager to explore new ap-
proaches 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 p.m. 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 short-
ened 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 per-
formance reviews, people with high levels of motiva-
tion might ask to be “stretched” by their superiors.
Of course, an employee who combines self-aware-
ness with internal motivation will recognize her
limits – but she won’t settle for objectives that
seem too easy to fulfill.
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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 com-
pany’s. Whereas people with low achievement mo-
tivation are often fuzzy about results, those with
high achievement motivation often keep score by
tracking such hard measures as profitability or mar-
ket share. I know of a money manager who starts
and ends his day on the Internet, gauging the perfor-
mance of his stock fund against four industry-set
benchmarks. 

Interestingly, people with high motivation re-
main 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 set-
back or failure. Take the case of an another portfo-
lio manager at a large invest-
ment company. After several
successful years, her fund tum-
bled for three consecutive quar-
ters, leading three large insti-
tutional clients to shift their
business elsewhere. 

Some executives would have
blamed the nosedive on cir-
cumstances outside their con-
trol; others might have seen the
setback as evidence of personal
failure. This portfolio manager,
however, saw an opportunity 
to prove she could lead a turn-
around. Two years later, when
she was promoted to a very senior level in the com-
pany, 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 job for the
work itself, they often feel committed to the orga-
nizations that make that work possible. Commit-
ted employees are likely to stay with an organiza-
tion 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 leader-
ship. If you set the performance bar high for your-
self, 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 organiza-

tional commitment are fundamental to leader-
ship – just try to imagine running a company with-
out 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 unbusi-
nesslike, out of place amid the tough realities of the
marketplace.

But empathy doesn’t mean a kind of “I’m okay,
you’re okay” 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 impossi-
ble. Rather, empathy means
thoughtfully considering em-
ployees’ feelings – along with
other factors – in the process of
making intelligent decisions.

pened when two giant broker-
age companies merged, creat-
ing redundant jobs in all their
divisions. One division man-

ager called his people together and gave a gloomy
speech that emphasized the number of people who
would soon be fired. The manager of another divi-
sion gave his people a different kind of speech. He
was upfront 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 demor-
alized people, especially the most talented, departed?

strong leader, his best people stayed, and his divi-
sion 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 global-
ization; and the growing need to retain talent.

The very word
empathy seems
unbusinesslike,

out of place amid
the tough realities

of the marketplace.

For an example of empathy

By contrast, the second manager continued to be a

in action, consider what hap-



Consider the challenge of leading a team. As any-
one who has ever been a part of one can attest,
teams are cauldrons of bubbling emotions. They are
often charged with reaching a consensus – 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 clash-
ing 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 lis-
ten 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 peo-
ple raise constructive complaints
during meetings. In short, her
empathy allowed her to under-
stand 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 im-
portance of empathy for business leaders. Cross-
cultural dialogue can easily lead to miscues and
misunderstandings. Empathy is an antidote. Peo-
ple 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 the existence and 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 fa-

miliar with Japanese culture, he read the client’s
face and posture and sensed not rejection but inter-
est – even deep consideration. He was right: when
the client finally spoke, it was to give the consult-
ing firm the job.

Finally, empathy plays a key role in the retention
of talent, particularly in today’s information econ-
omy. Leaders have always needed empathy to de-
velop 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 men-
toring 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. Out-

standing 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 re-
spect in business. People wonder
how leaders can make hard deci-
sions if they are “feeling” for all
the people who will be affected.

But leaders with empathy do more than sympa-
thize 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 intelli-
gence are all self-management skills. The last two,
empathy and social skill, concern a person’s ability
to manage relationships with others. As a compo-
nent of emotional intelligence, social skill is not as
simple as it sounds. It’s not just a matter of friendli-
ness, 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
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for building rapport. That doesn’t mean they social-
ize 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 di-
mensions of emotional intelligence. People tend to
be very effective at managing relationships when
they can understand and control their own emo-
tions and can empathize with the feelings of others.
Even motivation contributes to social skill. Re-
member that people who are driven to achieve tend
to be optimistic, even in the face of setbacks or fail-
ure. When people are upbeat, their “glow” is cast
upon conversations and other so-
cial encounters. They are popular,
and for good reason.

Because it is the outcome of the
other dimensions of emotional
intelligence, social skill is recog-
nizable on the job in many ways
that will by now sound familiar.
Socially skilled people, for in-
stance, 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 hall-
ways with colleagues or joking around with people
who are not even connected to their “real” jobs. So-
cially skilled people, however, don’t think it makes
sense to arbitrarily limit the scope of their relation-
ships. They build bonds widely because they know
that in these fluid times, they may need help some-
day 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 man-
ufacturer. By 1993, he was convinced that the com-
pany’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 commu-

nity that cut across levels, divisions, and nations.
He then used this de facto team to put up a corpo-
rate Web site, among the first by a major company.
And, on his own initiative, with no budget or for-
mal 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 com-
pany 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 conven-
tional boundaries, forging and
maintaining connections with
people in every corner of the or-
ganization.

Is social skill considered a key
leadership capability in most
companies? The answer is yes,
especially when compared with
the other components of emo-
tional 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 possi-
ble. A leader who cannot express
her empathy may as well not
have it at all. And a leader’s moti-

vation will be useless if he cannot communicate his
passion to the organization. Social skill allows lead-
ers to put their emotional intelligence to work.

It would be foolish to assert that good-old-fash-
ioned IQ and technical ability are not important 
ingredients in strong leadership. But the recipe
would not be complete without emotional intelli-
gence. It was once thought that the components of
emotional intelligence were “nice to have” in busi-
ness 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 bene-
fits that come from having a well-developed emo-
tional intelligence, both for the individual and for
the organization, make it worth the effort.
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ARTICLES

“The Manager’s Job: Folklore and Fact” by
Henry Mintzberg (Harvard Business Review,
March–April 1990, Product no. 90210)
Whereas Goleman emphasizes emotional
intelligence, Mintzberg focuses on specific
skills. In this HBR Classic, Mintzberg uses his
and other research to debunk myths about
the manager’s role. Managerial work involves
interpersonal roles, informational roles, and
decisional roles, he notes. These in turn
require the ability to develop peer relation-
ships, carry out negotiations, motivate subor-
dinates, resolve conflicts, establish informa-
tion networks and disseminate information,
make decisions with little or ambiguous
information, and allocate resources. Good
self-management skills are characteristic of
most leaders; outstanding leaders also have
the ability to empathize with others and to
use social skills to advance an agenda.

“The Work of Leadership” by Ronald A.
Heifetz and Donald L. Laurie (Harvard 
Business Review, January–February 1997,
Product no. 4150)
Successfully leading an organization through
an adaptive challenge calls for leaders with a
high degree of emotional intelligence. But
Heifetz and Laurie focus on the requirements
of adaptive work, not on emotional maturity.
The principles for leading adaptive work
include: “getting on the balcony,” forming a
picture of the entire pattern of activity; iden-
tifying the key challenge; regulating distress;
maintaining disciplined attention; giving the
work back to the people; and protecting 
voices of leadership from below.

“The Ways Chief Executive Officers Lead”
by Charles M. Farkas and Suzy Wetlaufer
(Harvard Business Review, May–June 1996,
Product no. 96303)
CEOs inspire a variety of sentiments ranging
from awe to wrath, but there’s little debate
over CEOs’ importance in the business world.
The authors conducted 160 interviews with
executives around the world. Instead of find-
ing 160 different approaches, they found five,
each with a singular focus: strategy, people,
expertise, controls, or change. The five com-
ponents of emotional intelligence, singly or in
combination, have a great effect on how each
focus is expressed in an organization.

BOOK

John P. Kotter on What Leaders Really Do
by John P. Kotter (Harvard Business School
Press, 1999, Product no. 8974)
In this collection of six articles, Kotter shares
his observations on the nature of leadership
gained over the past 30 years. Without leader-
ship that can deal successfully with today’s
increasingly fast-moving and competitive
business environment, he warns, organiza-
tions will slow down, stagnate, and lose their
way. He presents his views on the current
state of leadership through ten observations
and revisits his now famous eight-step
process for organizational transformation. In
contrast to Goleman’s article on emotional
intelligence, which is about leadership quali-
ties, Kotter’s work focuses on action: What
does a leader do to lead? And how will leader-
ship need to be different in the future?
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